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Foreword 

Stop! Do not read Beyond the Bake Sale unless you are 
willing to take a hard look at your beliefs and 
attitudes about home-school relationships and parent 
involvement The authors havu some interesting perspec- 
tives: 

1) A child's education is vitally affected by the quality 
and character of the relationship between home and 
school* 

2) The current call for school reform and improvement 
implies that both home and school commit to a stronger 
and fuller communication effort 

3) Teachers and administrators at local schools must 
assume the responsibility for initiating and encouraging 
parental involvement 

4) Effective practices for enhancing parent involvement 
in schools have been thoroughly researched, and can be 
replicated in virtually any school setting. 

No matter how parents choose the schools their children 
attend, they need to become actively involved in the life of 
those schools. Despite what we may hear, choice and 
involvement are not the same thing. The authors' "chal- 
lenge to action" is that parents must seek to be involved in 
what happens to their children in school, and that school 
staff must nurture that relationship. If a local school's 
relationship with its families is floundering or unproduc- 
tive, then a necessary first step is an action plan for change. 

If you are open to this exciting challenge, reading Beyond 
the Bake Sale will support and energize your efforts. If, on 
the other hand, you are dubious, you may be dismayed by 
the incontrovertible evidence presented for the "parent 
involvement" case. 

My colleagues and I have been actively collaborating 
with many schools as they work toward school improvement 
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based upon Effective Schools Research. I can testify from 
this experience that Beyond the Bake Sale will greatly assist 
those committed to the whole of that improvement effort 
The authors address the whys and hows of developing 
positive home/school relations. They know and show that 
parents can and do make a big difference in promoting the 
positive characteristics of effective schools. 

I believe you will share my view that lasting school 
improvement will prevail only if we, as educators, pursue 
and encourage parent involvement and get "Beyond the 
Bake Sale"! 

Lawrence W. Lezotte 

Professor of Education Administration 

Michigan State University 

East Lansing, Michigan 
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Introduction 

The evidence is clear. When parents are involved in 
children's schooling, children do better in school 
and they go to better schools. Both families and 
schools want the best for children: they want to help them 
learn, grow, and develop into educated, responsible, and 
caring adults. Because they share the same basic goals, it 
seems obvious that parents and educators should be work- 
ing together. . . 

If asked, most parents, teachers, and principals will 
agree that parents need to be involved in and supportive of 
education. Yet in many places, parents are not actively 
involved in the life of the school; instead they are spending 
most of their time and energies organizing bake sales, if 
they are involved at all. 

All too often, families and schools seem to be "worlds 
apart?— distant and independent, barely communicating 
with each other, or hostile and at war, giving contradictory 
messages to each other and to the child who is caught 
between them. Clearly, we must find ways of helping 
schooh and parents work together for the sake of our 
children. 

We feel it is particularly timely to take a fresh look at the 
relations between families and schools, because we have all 
become acutely aware of the tremendous changes in family 
life that have taken place in the last twenty years. We all 
know that the traditional nuclear family, in which most of 
us grew up, where two parents are married to each other 
and living together, the father the breadwinner and the 
mother the homemaker, is no longer the dominant model. 
In fact, the family structures and cultural backgrounds of 
children in school seem to be becoming ever more diverse 
and complex. 

Educators are understandably uneasy and perplexed 
about what these changes mean for children, for parents, 
and for the schools they are expected to run. Current 
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statistics give an idea of their magnitude: 

• One out of two marriages ends in divorce. 

• Half of all children can expect to spend some time 
living with only one parent before they are eighteen. 

• One in five adolescent girls can expect to become 
pregnant before she leaves high school. 

• The majority of school-aged children have mothers in 
the work force. 

These trends vastly complicate matters for educators. 
How can we stimulate more parent involvement if mothers 
work outside the home? Which parents do we try to reach, 
the stepparent a child lives with or the father who lives 
across town; the kindergartner's 34-year-old grandmother 
or 19-year-old mother? What responsibility do we have to 
help children cope with thestress of their parents' breaking 
up? How can we ask overburdened single parents to help 
teachers educate their children? How can we be adequately 
sensitive to cultural, social, and economic differences, and 
collaborate with parents who cannot speak English or 
whose cultural background makes cur way of thinking and 
doing things almost incomprehensible? 

In spite of these and myriad other difficulties that family- 
school partnerships may entail, working together is cri- 
tically important for students. It is surprising that all the 
recent blue-ribbon reports on education reform and im- 
provement almost totally neglected this issue. Through this 
handbook, we hope to provide some constructive and 
encouraging advice: 

• To help build trust and confidence between parents 
and educators. 

• To describe the different roles parents play in and 
around school. 

• To provide teachers and principals with some com- 
pelling reasons for involving parents. 

• To suggest many specific ways parents can be con- 
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structively involved and to recommend some ways to 
proceed. 

• To offer a checklist for gauging your school's current 
strengths and liabilities. 

• To suggest changes in district, state, and federal 
policies that will facilitate stronger home-school col- 
laboration. 

• To present an up-to-date synthesis of what the research 
is saying about family-school partnerships. 



Who Should Read This Guide? 

This book is addressed primarily to those people on the 
firing line who deal daily with the unique issues and 
problems of the school, and with parents, families, and 
communities. It is for those principals and teachers who 
most need information and suggestions about effective 
ways to build partnerships between schools and the families 
of the neighborhood. 

Another important audience is state and local boards of 
education members, supervisors, and their staffs, who set 
the tone for a district and create the policy framework 
within which collaboration with families takes place. 

An additional audience is the faculty of colleges and 
graduate schools who train prospective teachers and ad- 
ministrators, as well as those who provide in-service 
education experiences for educators. What we hear from 
large numbers of teachers and administrators is that there 
is little or no available training in ways to work with 
parents and families. We hope that this guide will prove 
useful to college and university personnel concerned about 
this often neglected aspect of training public school per- 
sonnel. 

We also hope that some parents, citizens, and students- 
all those concerned about the quality of public schooling- 
will find this handbook helpful. They can play a most useful 
role in bringing these ideas to the attention of educators and 
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policy makers, and in advocating necessary changes. 

While most of the work we draw from has focused on 
public schools, we also hope this guide will be useful to 
educators working in schools that are not publicly funded, 
including parochial or religiously sponsored, and non- 
sectarian independent schools. Many of the needs are the 
same, and the interest is there. 

With each of these constituencies in mind, this handbook 
has sections designed to inform, encourage, and provoke, as 
well as sections that can be used over and over again in 
school improvement efforts. It describes the various ways 
parents can be involved in the schools, and how educators 
need to examine their own attitudes before they can work 
effectively with parents. It also includes a framework for 
building a home-school partnership, with step-by-step 
information on how to build parent involvement barriers to 
and helpful hints for establishing successful partnerships; 
and checklists that will be invaluable tools in your school 
improvement process. Finally, we offer conclusions and 
recommendations that will help educators take the lead in 
creating a partnership with families and others who are 
concerned about the quality of education in their com- 
munity. 

Clarification of Terms: We would like to make a distinc- 
tion between "participation" and "involvement" Diction- 
aries offer some guidance: 

Participate: to enjoy, or suffer with others; to havs a share 

in common with others. 

Involve: to cause to be inextricably associated or con- 
cerned; to engross or occupy absorbingly. 

There is a difference! That difference might best be 
described by modifying the old story of the chicken and the 
pig. As they walked past a restaurant, they noticed a sign 

sa ^ n ^'J Breakfast: Ham and Eggs-$2.50." The chicken 
said, 111 have you know that I participated in creating that 
breakfast" The pig replied, "For me it was total involve- 
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ment" . _ , 

Perhaps it really doesn't matter what we call it It only 
matters that the commitment, the energy, and the enthu- 
siasm are there. If school staff honestly want parents and 
citizens to be a part of the school experience, if they are 
willing to make the commitment in time and energy 
because they believe it is important, then children will 
benefit 

So, because it implies that sense of commitment, we shall 
use the word "involvement" here to describe the ways 
parents and citizens can and should participate in school 
jictivitiss» 

Another clarification also seems necessary at this point 
You may have noticed that we occasionally use "parents" 
and "citizens" to describe those who can potentially be 
involved in schools. We believe it is important to use both 
those terms in describing possible participants in school 
activities* 

• "Parents" are those with legal or quasi-legal custodian- 
ship, whether biological, adoptive, or foster parents of the 
child who attends a particular school. This term also 
includes other family rubers (uncles, sisters, grand- 
parents) whose involvement may be important to the child. 

• "Citizens" are the residents of the community who do 
not currently have children in school. They may be senior 
citizens, business people, labor union members, shop 
owners, or landlords, but they may all become involved in 
theaffairsof the publicschool. And they are most important 
to the school. They can often provide objective and more 
dispassionate points of view. They can support the school 
through their individual contribution and expertise. And 
they can help pass (or at least not work to defeat) bond, 
budget or millage proposals. Most of them either have had 
or will have the experience of being parents. Many are 
grandparents. (One exception is the parents of private 
school children. It is most important to involve these 
citizens in the operation of the public schools, as well.) 

• "Parent-teacher organizations" is the general term we 
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use to refer to a variety of parent groups with different 
names and structures organized around the school. Some 
are called "PTA" (and may be affiliated with the national 
Parent Teacher Association), others may be called "PTO," 
"Home and School Association," or "Parent Council" These 
organizations define their roles quite differently from 
school to school and carry out a varied range of activities, 
from bake sales to school management 

• "Secondary schools" is the term we use to cover the 
range of school organizations that cover grades 7*12 and, 
occasionally, grades 5 and 6; they may be middle, junior 
high, or senitr high schools. 

An additional statement needs to be made here. We wish 
to make clear that when we use the term "school," we mean 
a special learning environment, no two of which are exactly 
alike. While there may be similarities in curriculum, each 
school has a unique size, setting, pupil population, com- 
munity, faculty, and climate; and any description of family- 
school relations must be flexible enough to encompass that 
diversity. 

Further, although the research and practice has gen- 
erally focused on the relationship between the family and 
elementary schools, we shall also examine these issues at 
the secondary school level. 

Creating a successful family-school partnership is a 
difficult process. Most parents are ready and willing to 
become involved in such a partnership if they had more 
encouragement from the school staff. Principals and teach- 
ers might wonder, "Will involving parents make my job 
more effective, more workable? When I am feeling besieged 
and the schools are being 'dumped on' by nearly everyone, 
will the extra energy and time needed make a difference for 
children?" 

Our answer is, "YES!" 




A Note About Style: While the ideas and examples we 
present are based on a considerable body of research and 
experience, we decided we did not want this guide to 
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resemble a research paper. Thus, we have not footnoted or 
(usually) quoted references in the text Instead, we include 
in an " Afterword" a summary review of the research, and a 
selected bibliography and list of relevant organizations in 
the "Appendices." 
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What Do We Mean by "Parent Involvement"? 

Many educators say they are strongly in favor of 
parent involvement, yet it is not at all clear what 
they mean by the term. Most are probably 
referring to parents' participation in home-school activi- 
ties—such as bake sales and fairs— to raise funds for the 
band uniforms or school computer, or they may mean 
parents helping in the classroom or on school trips. Some 
may be referring to special programs designed to encourage 
parents of young children to become more involved with 
their children in learning activities at home. 

Other educators feel less positive about parent involve- 
ment, thinking instead about incidents where parents have 
insisted that certain books be banned from the school 
library, particular courses not be taught, or a u ar be 
fired. 

Yet others are ambivalent about parent involvement, 
thinking about "Back-to-School" nights or parent-teacher 
conferences, which on some occasions turn out to be useful 
and constructive, but on others are boring rituals or even 
quite hostile encounters. 

"Parent involvement," therefore, is a broad and loosely 
defined term. In spite of much official rhetoric in its favor, 
parent involvement is not always regarded favorably by 
school personnel. 

In this guide, we argue unequivocally that educators 
should strengthen the family-school relationship by en- 
couraging and nurturing parent involvement. We do, 
however, understand the reasons for hesitation and uncer- 
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tainty. Before we discuss these, we need first to clarify the 
various kinds of roles that parents may play with regard to 
their children's education. We have grouped the activities 
in which parents take part into five basic roles (Several 
others have made similar distinctions. See references: 
Williams and Stallworth, 1983/4; Collins et al., 1982). 



Parent Roles in Education 

1. Partners: Parents performing basic obligations for 
their child's education and social development 

2. Collaborators and Problem Solvers: Parents rein- 
forcing the school's eiforts with their child and helping to 
solve problems. 

3. Audience: Parents attending and appreciating the 
school's (and their child's) performance and productions. 

4. Supporters: Parents providing volunteer assistance to 
teachers, the parent organization, and to other parents. 

5. Advisors and/or Co-decision Makers: Parents pro- 
viding input on school policy and program though mem- 
bership in ad hoc or permanent governance bodies. 

We will now discuss these roles in more detail, providing 
examples of the types of activities that exemplify each role. 



Role 1: Parents as Partners 

From the moment of birth, parents and other family 
members are the child's first and primary educators. 
Indeed, children learn how to talk and use language skills at 
home. They also learn values and social skills from their 
families. While this responsibility does not end once their 
child enters kindergarten, the responsibility must now be 
shared with professional educators. Parents continue to 
teach their children a great deal, but now they also have to 
carry out a number of obligations relating to their partner, 
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the school 

We tend to forget how much parents do to make it 
possible for educators to teach their children. Parents 
register their child and ensure that he or she is properly 
dressed, gets to school on time, and attends each day. They 
purchase necessary supplies and equipment, and obtain the 
required vaccinations and medical exams. Parents are 
expected to read, and often respond to, written communi- 
cations from the school about schedules, procedures, special 
events, and policies. They are frequently asked to sign and 
return permission and information forms and report cards. 
They are expected to respond to phone calls and notes from 
the teacher. In some schools (though this seems to be the 
exception), all parent* are required to attend a parent 
teacher conference at least once a year. (In parochial or 
other private schools, even more is usually required of 
parents— for example, paying fees, buying uniforms and 
books, and contributing substantial amounts of volunteer 
time or resources.) 

Most of these tasks are a direct consequence of parents 1 
legal responsibility to enroll their child in school. Accom- 
panying this responsibility are corresponding parental 
rights, also established by law: access to school records, due 
process in disciplinary procedures, and participation in the 
decisions regarding placement in special education pro- 
grams. 

These regular activities and contacts between parents 
and schools are the core of the family-school relationship. 
Educators tend to forget that if s not easy for parents to 
carry out these tasks faithfully and promptly, especially 
when they have several children often attending different 
schools, and when both are often employed. 

Although this type of parent involvement is engaged in 
by almost all parents, it is the least often noted and 
discussed. Taking a critical look at the current state of 
parent-school communication concerning the basic respon- 
sibilities just discussed may have the greatest potential for 
strengthening the family-school partnership. 
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Role 2: Parents as Collaborators 
and Problem Solvers 

Research has indicated that positive parent involvement 
plays a large role in determining whether children do well 
in school. Parents con encourage and reward satisfactory 
achievement and behavior and show interest in what 
happens during the school day. Parents demonstrate how 
important they believe school is by their reaction to 
absences, minor illnesses, and truancy; their policies on 
bedtime and television; and whether they help their child 
complete homework. 

Parents can also stimulate and reinforce learning by 
providing a variety of enrichment activities: reading to 
their young child, taking trips to the museums and library, 
discussing possible careers, and demonstrating their own 
interest and curiosity in the world around them. Experi- 
ments with early childhood programs such as Headstart, 
where parents are heavily involved and trained in ways to 
help their children learn, have often been very successful. 

A major aspect of the parent's role as effective col- 
laborator is its potential to help school personnel resolve 
problems that may arise with a child's learning or behavior. 
When a child is falling behind in schoolwork, having 
difficulty with peers, acting withdrawn, or being disrup- 
tive, teachers naturally need to understand the nature of the 
problem and figure out what to do about it The "cause" can 
be a single factor— a "disability" in the child or the wrong 
class placement— or a combination of factors, such as 
distress in the family, too permissive a teacher, and 
conflicting expectations between parents and teacher. But 
research and clinical experience suggests that the problem 
can rarely be adequately understood or resolved without 
involving the child's family. 

Parents need to be promptly alerted to the difficulty and 
called in as consultants to figure out, with the teacher, what 
to do about the problem. Often a strategy can then be 
developed that may involve changes in the behavior of the 
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teacher, parent, and child. And when this is not sufficient, 
the school's role is to work out a plan with the parent for 
getting additional help within the school or from outside 
resources. 

This problem-solving process is often not as smooth as 
just outlined. In fact, a good deal of mutual blaming and 
conflict may erupt between parent and teacher, and consid- 
erable negotiation and mediation skills may be required of 
a third party (counselor, principal, or outside consultant). 

Schools need to examine carefully whether their current 
policies and practices facilitate or hinder parent involve- 
ment in effective problem solving. Many surveys have 
voiced parents' complaints that they hear from school only 
when something goes wrong, and often much too late. 

Developing successful problem-solving practices that 
involve parents as collaborators can improve school achieve- 
ment and behavior for the child, prevent some of the need 
for special education placement, and create more orderly 
claprooms. Studies show that this role is much neglected by 
schools. 



Role 3: Parents as Audience 

The first two roles we have just described can be fulfilled 
by parents essentially from their home base. Only occas- 
ionally is their presence needed in the school building. 
However, schools also sponsor several activities and events 
designed to draw parents into the school. 

Most elementary and many secondary schools hold "open 
houses" during the day, or "Back-to-Schoof nights once a 
year, often under the auspices of the parent-teacher organi- 
zation. In addition, most schools invite parents to concerts, 
plays, exhibitions, and athletic events. These are highly 
visible steps toward bridging the gap between families and 
schools. The parents' role on these occasions, however, is 
largely a passive one. They are to listen, observe, applaud, 
and occasionally ask questions. 
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These events are designed primarily to provide parents 
with information about the school faculty and staff. When 
substantial numbers of parents attend, the school gains by 
feeling their support and interest in the school community 
as a whole. Parents gain from acquiring a more direct, 
personal knowledge of the school. Especially atthe younger 
grades (but even through high school), children usually feel 
good about their parents' showing interest in the place 
where, and people with whom, they spend so much of each 
weekday. 

The level of parent participation in these school-sponsored 
activities varies from school to school and family to family. 
It is much less likely that low-income, minority, or non- 
English speaking parents participate in these events, 
especially if they are a small minority of parents in the 
school. There are many reasons for this. Among them may 
be distance from the school, lack of transportation, dif- 
ficulty in finding babysitters for the other children, and 
uneasiness in a physical and cultural environment that 
seems strange or forbidding. Yet these are the very parents 
that school personnel need to help feel comfortable and 
familiar with the school, so they can support their child's 
adjustment and progress. 



Role 4: Parents as Supporters 

In American public and private schools, there is a strong 
tradition of parents providing a wide range of volunteer 
assistance, both to their own children's teachers and to the 
school as a whole. Parents (usually mothers, although there 
are an increasing number of fathers) may serve as "room 
parents" in elementary schools, organizing help through 
"telephone trees" to obtain needed supplies or assistance 
with school trips, or to deal with emergencies. Parents 
volunteer in school libraries, provide tutor *ng to children in 
special need, make attendance calls, or share their special 
expertise in enrichment programs. Parents organized as a 
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group (sometimes affiliated with the National PTA, or as 
an independent parent association) may sponsor many of 
these volunteer activities, or they can be sponsored by a 
local unit of the National School Volunteer Program, which 
brings in parents and citizens from the community to help 
in the school. 

In addition, parent-teacher organizations have tradi- 
tionally played abigrole in sponsoringfund-raising events, 
such as bazaars, fairs, and auctions, which support the 
school by paying for special equipment or programs that 
are not in the school's budget 

Although only small numbers of parents commit much 
time and energy to these volunteer activities, a large 
number of parents and their children benefit from them. 

Parents help other parents in a variety of ways. In today's 
mobile and often impersonal communities, parents quickly 
discover that they welcome information, advice, and various 
kinds of practical help from other parents to assist them in 
raising their children and cooperating with the school The 
parent-teacher organization frequently publishes address 
lists and regular newsletters and sponsors parent education 
programs— talks, workshops, seminars— to help parents 
improve their understanding of child development and 
learn better ways of handling their children. 

Less formally, parents create carpools that allow their 
children to participate in extracurricular activities, or take 
turns caring for younger children after school. Less tradi- 
tional forms of assistance are emerging in response to new 
parental needs. In some communities, parents have been 
resourceful in responding to needs for preschool and school- 
age child care. Urban safety issues have resulted in 
designated "Safe Block" homes where a parent is present 
for refuge or on sudden dismissal, such as snow days. The 
large number of "latchkey" children have stimulated par- 
ent-organized "hot lines" that children in difficulty can calL 
In some communities, parents have become sensitive to the 
d ifficulties of non-English speaking families and developed 
hospitality committees or host families. 
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Parents of junior-high and senior-high students, sharing 
v. growing alarm about the problems of drug and alcohol 
abuse and drunk driving, have organized in various kinds 
of support and action groups, both to develop preventive 
efforts and to provide assistance to those whose children are 
experiencing the problem. Some of these efforts have taken 
on the dimensions of a national movement, such as MADD 
and SADD (Mothers/Students Against Drunk Driving). 
Because parents of high-school students in many commun- 
ities frequently do not know each other, parent peer groups 
are forming in an attempt to create a more cohesive social 
structure and develop some common guidelines for parties 
and curfews. 

In the area of special education, some districts have 
programs in which parents may volunteer and receive 
training to be parent advocates. They accompany a nervous 
parent of a handicapped child through the regular processes 
of special education diagnosis and placement When neces- 
sary, this parent advocate may accompany the parent 
through the due process procedures if the parent appeals a 
decision about placement, diagnosis, or prescribed treat- 
ment 

Finally, parent support networks can provide invaluable 
assistance in especially stressful situations when, for ex- 
ample, a mother dies or is seriously ill, when a chronically 
sick child undergoes many hospitalizations, or when a 
family is rendered homeless after a fire. 

It is important that educators recognize the value of these 
parent-to-parent activities, and encourage them as much as 
they can, for they indirectly help further the goals of the 
school. 



Role 5: Parents as Advisors 
and Co-decision Makers 

In response to increasing dissatisfaction with the re- 
moteness of iarge, centralized school bureaucracies, school 
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systems in various parts of the country have been experi- 
menting with ways to obtain advice from parents and 
citizens, or to give them a share in policy decisions. Perhaps 
the most common approach is for a principal to name 
special committees of parent and teacher representatives to 
work out solutions to a schcolwide problem, such as 
discipline or safety, or to help introduce a new program or 
curriculum, such as a sex education unit 

In some school districts, state-mandated school account- 
ability committees or advisory councils function as monitor- 
ing or advisory bodies. These groups sometimes serve a 
perfunctory role, approving a bland year-end report; but at 
other times they can play a crucial role, as in selecting a new 
principal, creating a new discipline policy, or conducting a 
school-wide needs assessment Real power-sharing with 
parents occurs when parents become elected to school 
governing boards or are equal members on "school site 
councils," consisting of representatives from the teachers, 
parents, and administrators, which make decisions about 
the expenditure of discretionary school funds. In some 
private schools parents wield decisive power through being 
a majority of the governing board. 

The federal government has played an important role in 
encouraging strong individual and group parental input in 
school decision making. In P.L. 94-142, the Education for 
All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, Congress required 
that parents be involved in special education placement 
decisions. And through the late 1960's and 1970's, Congress 
enacted and amended four federal compensatory and 
bilingual education programs for the disadvantaged which 
mandated parent advisory committees— Headstart, Follow- 
Through, Title I, and the Bilingual Education Act (In 1981, 
Congress repealed the parent involvement provision in 
Title I, at the request of the Reagan Administration. Other 
proposals to repeal parent advisory roles were not suc- 
cessful.) 

The number of parents who serve in these advisory and 
decision-making roles is small, and it can be difficult to 
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ascertain how well they represent the views of the parent 
body. Procedures for their appointment or election may not 
be particularly democratic, nor may there be clearly 
marked channels for them to communicate with parents as 
a whole. Also, parent training is frequently necessary for 
parent input to be real and not token. Yet if it is made very 
clear to parents on which issues their advice is needed and 



Diagram A 
Five Types of Parent Involvement* 

V7\ Percent of parents in typical elementary school 
(an estimate) 

Percent of parents in typical 7-12 grades (an 
estimate) 




Role #5 
Parents 
as 

Advisors 

and 
Codecision 
Makers 



♦Note: The proportions presented in this diagram are based on exper- 
ience, not research. 
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which decisions are negotiable, parents can play a useful 
and helpful role in governance of schools. 

A Parent Involvement Profile 

Diagram A, "Five Types of Parent Involvement," pre- 
sents a parent involvement profile for two typical schools. 
The height of each column shows the approximate propor- 
tion of parents in the school that engage in each type of role. 
The bold line represents the proportion for the elementary 
school, the dotted line for the upper-grades school. 

In any particular school, the proportions may vary 
significantly from those illustrated here. For example, if a 
school has a strong history of parent volunteer participation, 
you might find many more than 50 percent of the families 
engaged in Role 4. On the other hand, if a school has no 
opportunities for parents to provide advice or share in any 
decision making, Role 5 would show no parents involved at 
alL 

We do feel confident about making two broad generali- 
zations. First, the levels of parent involvement in each 
category are substantially lower in secondary than in 
elementary schools; parents tend to become less involved in 
school as their children grow older. Second, in elementary 
schools nearly all parents carry out the minimal level of 
activities represented by Role 1. In the upper grades, where 
larger numbers of students have problems with attendance 
or drop out of school, many parents may fail to carry out 
their basic obligations. 

We hope we have stimulated your curiosity about what 
kinds of parent involvement you have in your school. We 
recommend that, after reading through this chapter, you 
attempt to construct a profile of parent involvement in your 
school, using Diagram B provided at the end of the chapter. 
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Which Roles Are Most Important? 

We have identified five distinct roles that parents play 
with regard to their children's schooling. Roles 1, 2, and 3 
involve parents in activities that benefit their own child, 
Roles 4 and 5 largely benefit the school as a whole, with 
benefits accruing only indirectly to the parents' own child. 
This distinction is important because it may help to explain 
why so few parents are active in these last two roles, when it 
is less clear that their involvement will benefit their own 
child. 

Faced with so many types of parent involvement, a 
parent, teacher, or principal might well ask, "Which are 
more important? I can't do or encourage them all!' 9 If the 
issue is which kinds of parent involvement have the most 
immediate "payoff in terms of student achievement, the 
first and second roles are probably the most directly 
important ones to work on. If the question is, "How can I, as '* 
principal, boost the image of my school in the community, 
or stretch my limited resources further, build a stronger 
school program, or help defuse the lack of trust and 
confidence of the community in the school?* the answer is to 
encourage more parent participation in the fourth and fifth 
roles. 

Another important issue is whether and how these 
different kinds of parent involvement are linked. If a few 
parents are actively involved in advisory and governance 
roles, will all parents in the school be more likely to build 
strong collaborative relationships with teachers? If parents 
provide large amounts of volunteer assistance to the school, 
will school personnel be more likely to welcome their input 
on advisory committees? 

We do not have any hard evidence to answer these 
important questions. There is some indication that in 
"effective schools,* where the principal and faculty have a 
strong commitmentto workingin partnership with parents, 
all these types of parent involvement flourish and reinforce 
each other. In other schools, without such a commitment, 
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some types of parant involvement may be strong and others 
largely missing, due to the particular history of the school, 
federal mandates, or the specific energies and interests of 



Diagram B 
Construct a Profile 
of Parent Involvement in Your School 

Instructions: For each type of involvement, estimate the 
percent of families who participate. Draw a line across each 
column to construct your school's profile. 
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and 
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particular teachers or parents. Some schools may have very 
active parent-educator councils, for example, yet these 
councils may have never addressed the issue of improving 
communication and collaboration between parents and 
teachers at the classroom level 

We will return to this question about how you can decide 
your school's priorities for parent involvement later, ir, 
Chapter 7. 



Exercise 1: What Is Your School's 
Parent Involvement Profile? 

Now that we have finished this review of the five types of 
parent involvement, turn to Diagram B and try filling out 
the chart to construct a parent involvement profile of your 
own school. Because y,d may not be able to find any hard 
data within the school on which to base this profile, we 
suggest that you do this exercise with a small team— a key 
teacher, the office secretary, and the president of your 
parent organization or some other active parent—who can 
help you with your estimates. 
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Basic Assumptions: What Do You Think? 



Families and schools need to interlock in a cooperative 
way that encourages the child's learning and matur- 
ing as a social being. Children must not experience 
family and school as worlds apart, nor find themselves in 
the battle zone between two warring factions. 

The purpose of this chapter is to probe a bit into 
educators 9 attitudes about parent involvement, to explore 
assumptions, beliefs, and practices. Understanding atti- 
tudes is an important first step toward working more 
effectively with parents. 

Many educators are on the record for parent involvement, ' 
but does the rhetoric match with the reality? How much 
parent involvement could you feel comfortable with in your 
school? Which of the roles that parents play (as described in 
Chapter 1) do you feel are helpful? Which roles do you think 
are obstructive? Are your attitudes about parents consistent 
with your educational philosophy? Have they varied in 
different settings? 

The assumptions educators make run along a continuum— 
at one end there are those who say that schools can be 
effective without any parent involvement; at the other, 
there are those who feel that schools cannot be effective 
without close collaboration with parents. 

In the next few pages, we have placed the attitudes which 
belong to the more formal, "professionals only* approach 
(labeled "Set A") alongside the attitudes we associate with 
the more open-ended, collaborative approach (labeled "Set 
B"), We do not expect that ar yone would totally identify with 
one side or the other, but we hope this will give you some in- 
sight into your thinking patterns, and how those in your 
school might feel. ^ 
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Exercise 2: Examining Your Attitudes About 
Parent Involvement 

These statements are paired. Place a "check" beside the 
one which most closely corresponds to your own attitude 
and beliefs. 

Set A 

1. Home and school are separate, very different worlds. It 
is the school's responsibility to educate children, and the 
parent's responsibility to see that the children are 
dressed, fed, and prepared for school. 

2. Educators are trained professionals whose job is to 
teach children; the expertise of most parents is in other 
areas. 

3. The most effective school organizational structure is one 
where decisions are made by the principal and carried 
out by teachers and staff. 

4. Parents should cooperate with school policies and 
procedures, and should be active in providing general 
program support Their primary role is to reinforce the 
school's efforts at home. 

5. Parents have no place in educational decisions about 
school management, curriculum, or staffing. They 
delegate these tasks to educators. 

6. When a child is having a learning problem in school, 
school personnel, including specialists, should investi- 
gate the nature of the child's problem. If it is serious, 
they should then inform the parents about their re- 
commendations, and of any need for referral to outside 
specialists. 
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SetB 

J. Schools share the responsibility for education with 
parents. The partnership with parents is flexible: on 
some issues the parents will be the more active partner; 
on others the school will be. 

2. Educators and parents have complementary expertise 
about educating children which should be mutually 
respected and used. 

3* Educators should work as collaborative teams with 
each other and with parents. Where possible, decisions 
should be reached by a consensus. 

4. Parents should be involved actively, both in helping 
their children and in supporting the school program as 
a whole. Parents should be offered a wide range of 
oppportunities to be involved, at home and at school. 

5. Many educational decisions (even about curriculum 
and staffing) should be made with some input from 
parents. 

6. When a child is having a learning problem, the school 
should consult promptly with the parents in a joint 
effort to understand the nature of the difficulty and to 
plan strategies to resolve it 
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Set A 

7. The problems most children have in school are based on 
their own character and personality and/or the home 
environment 

8. Every effort should be made to resolve school-wide 
problems using existing structures within the school 
system. If the teacher and the principal are unable to 
resolve a problem, they should turn to their admini- 
strative superiors in the district office. 

9. Involving parents or the local community in solving a 
school problem will undermine local support for the 
school and damage its reputation. 

10. Schools should not get involved in private family 
problems of divorce, teen pregnancy, maternal employ- 
ment, or drug abuse. Nor should a school be expected to 
meet the problems of minority, foreign, or immigrant 
families. A schorl's function is to educate children, not 
babysit, counsel, or provide services fur their families. 

11. The needs and convenience of the school system shouid 
have first priority in determining the school schedule, 
calendar, and special events. Parents should make 
every effort to attend conferences and meetings at the 
times scheduled. 

12. Parents have a number of tasks to perform to carry out 
their basic legal responsibilities. When parents do not 
fulfill these, we have to assume they are uncooperative 
and/or apathetic about their child's education. 

13. It is the teacher's job to provide information about 
school curriculum and their child's progress to parents. 
Most parents have little to contribute in this area, as 
they are not educators or experts in child development 

20 



9 

ERLC 



41 



Basic Assumptions: What Do You Think? 



SetB 

7. The problems children have are the product of inter- 
action between the child, the school setting, and the 
home; no one person or factor is usually "to blame." 

8. When a school-wide problem arises the teachers and 
principal should try at the outset to involve every sector 
affected, including parents, students, administrators, 
and the community. 

9. Many school-wide problems cannot be resolved without 
community support and cooperation. 

10. Recognizing that children's family problems can seri- 
ously impair their education, the school should assume 
some responsibility to respond to the special needs of 
working parents, divorced or separated parents, and 
minority or immigrant families. 

11. In determining the school schedule, calendar and special 
events, the school should recognize the constraints on 
parents who are tied to rigid work schedules, long 
hours, and job sites far from home. It should consciously 
strive to find a balance among the needs of today's 
families, school personnel, and organizational efficiency. 

12. Parents have a number of tasks to perform to carry out 
their basic legal responsibilities, but when parents fail 
to perform them, the school should try to help parents do 
so. 

13. Teachers should create channels for two-way commun- 
ication with parents; they should encourage parents to 
raise questions, share their knowledge of their child, 
and express their expectations and concerns. 
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Set A 

14. Most parents are comfortable with leaving their chil- 
dren's education to skilled professional educators and do 
not want to intrude in school affairs. 

15. Parents should be informed of any serious behavior 
problems their child has after school personnel have 
decided on a diagnosis and recommendations. 

16. The school should not be expected to make special 
efforts to encourage parent attendance at special events, 
or to organize activities for parents unrelated to the 
school program. 

17. Only a few parents want to be very active in providing 
volunteer assistance to the school program. 

18. Parents (or parent organizations) should provide basic 
information to other parents through newsletters, ad- 
dress lists, and educational meetings, but need not 
generally provide other supportive services to parents. 

19. It is rarely appropriate for parents to provide input into 
program or policy decisions, or to help solve school wide 
problems. 

20. It is accepted that parents have the right to express 
their dissatisfactions through regular administrative 
channels (first to the principal, then to the district or 
school board). 



TOTAL NUMBER OF CHECKS IN SET A. 
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SetB 

14. Most parents want to be actively involved in their 
children's education. This interest should be welcomed 
and encouraged by the school. 

15. Parents should be consulted when the school first 
becomes concerned about their child's behavior, and 
should be actively involved in developing strategies to 
deal with the problem. 

16. When certain groups of parents do not participate in 
school events, the school should develop creative ways, 
with other parents' help, to overcome barriers to their 
participation. 

17. The school should offer a wide range of volunteer 
activities for parents which make best use of their 
varied skills, resources, and time, and should expect 
each family to contribute some time to the school 

18. The parent organization should provide a newsletter, 
address lists, and educational programs to help parents. 
In addition, it should be alert to the special needs of 
some groups of families, such as those headed by single 
parents, and develop programs to meet these needs. 

19. Parents should be offered a variety of ways to provide 
input into program and policy decisions and help 
resolve schoolwide problems. 

20. The principal should provide clear guidelines to parents 
about which decisions arc open for negotiation and 
shared decision-making, and which are not 
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What Do Your Answers Mean? 

We recognize that many educators with attitudes that 
fall at the formal end of the spectrum (Set A) have provided 
excellent educational experience for children. While the 
research clearly shows that parent involvement improves 
student achievement, it also has documented some effective 
schools that have little or no parent involvement 

A purely formal approach to education seems to work 
best when there is a stable community and a congruity of 
values between home and school It assumes "traditional" 
two-parent families with the mother working at home; that 
school personnel come from backgrounds similar to their 
students; and that the staff have the respect, trust, and 
understanding of parents. In this setting, it can be perfectly 
appropriate for parents to delegate the responsibility for 
education to the professionals. Few schools in the public 
sector can make any of these assumptions today. 

The collaborative approach (Set B), which we support, 
not only recognizes that schools cannot cope alone with the 
tremendous changes in society, but also draws on a rich 
understanding of how important the family's role is in 
education. 

We suggest that you might look now at the statements in 
Exercise 2 where you found you wanted to check both pairs. 
This may indicate an area of tension or conflict, or it may 
mean you are in the middle of the two positions. In this case, 
try re-wording one of the sentences so that it more closely 
resembles your opinion. 

Then, look at the items where you checked neither Set A 
nor Set B. This, too, could be a trouble spot Is there a 
mid-way point between the two where you would be 
comfortable? If you cannot resolve the problem easily, we 
recommend that you finish this book, then return to this 
chapter and go through the exercise again. Have you 
moved? Are you willing to re-examine your attitudes? 

How can schools learn to work more effectively with 
parents? Understanding your attitudes is only a first step. 
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In the next two chapters we will provide some positive 
practices and guidelines that should be directly helpful to 
you, and lay out a step-by-step prc»cess for building parent 
involvement 
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Developing a Family-School Partnership in Every School 



There is no blueprint for "The Partnership School"— 
the school that collaborates effectively with parents. 
Because schools are so different, there is no single 
model, no one set of practices or characteristics, to which we 
can point and say, "Aha! That is the definitive Partnership 
School." But all schools that work well with parents share a 
fundamental set of principles. If the principal, school staff, 
and parents do not subscribe to most of these principles, 
their attempts to increase parent involvement will fall 
short 

We have identified seven principles that are essential to a 
parent-school partnership. For each one, we give a range of 
the best practices drawn from actual schools. Some of these 
examples are familiar, even ordinary, but others may seem 
more unconventional Some apply only to elementary schools, 
others to all grade levels, others only to secondary schools. 
We use them to illustrate how a principle has been applied 
in a particular setting and to give you ideas about how to 
implement the other principles in your school. 



Basic Principles of an Effective 
Family-School Partnership 

1. Every aspect of the school climate is open, helpful, and 
friendly. 

Examples: 

• A "Parents and Visitors are Welcome" sign is posted on 
the front door. 
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• There is a parent lounge in the building, with com- 
fortable chairs, a desk and telephone, and some books and 
magazines about child development, parenting, and educa- 
tion. 

• Tours and orientations are provided for new families, 
including those coming in at mid-semester. 

• A monthly parent-teacher lunch is held in the school 
cafeteria. 

• The principal has early morring office hours set aside 
each week to meet with parents. No appointment is 
necessary. 

2. Communications with parents (whether about school 
policies and program or about their own children) are 
frequent, clear, and two-way. 

Examples: 

• An attractive wall calendar is published each school 
year and mailed to every family with information about the 
school calendar and holidays, in-service days, schedule, and 
special events. It also includes quotes of key school policies, 
philosophy, and alistof personnel and important telephone 
numbers. 

• An Open House before the beginning of the school year 
and occasional Back-to-School Nights are held for parents 
to learn about the school program, meet school staff, and 
have an opportunity to ask questions. 

• First grade teachers call every home in the first weeks 
of the year to introduce themselves, and to encourage the 
parents to visit school and call the teachers with any 
questions and concerns. 

• Fifth grade teachers send home a "Friday Folder, 
enclosing all the child's marked-up work for the week and a 
comment/question sheet that must be signed by the parent 
and returned on Monday. 

• A junior high principal sends a weekly sheet home to 
parents to update them on special events, new happenings, 
and sports results. 
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• High school teachers send their course curriculum 
home to parents, via the student, outlining expectations 
about homework, how parents can help, and how and when 
they can be contacted. 

• High school homeroom teachers (or guidance coun- 
selors) call every student's parents in the first months of the 
year to review progress and to ask if they have any 
questions. An option for a conference is offered. 

3. Parents are treated as collaborators in the edmatwnal 
process, with a strong complementary role to play in their 
children's school learning and behavim\ 

Examples: 

• An elementary school has developed a "Learning 
Contract" for each student, which spells out an agreement 
about individualized goals and tasks. It is signed annually 
by parents, teachers, and the child. 

• A school district requires parent-teacher conferences at 
least once a year for students at all grade levels. 

• A high school sends warning notes home as soon as a 
student is in danger of failing a marking period. If the 
student does fail, a parent conference is required. 

• Teachers at an elementary school routinely call home 
when a young child seems withdrawn or troubled at school 
to confer with the parents and get their advice on how to 
approach him. 

• A junior high principal may ask the parents of a 
disruptive student to take turns coming to school for a 
couple of days to observe her and to help her learn to behave. 

• A high school uses a volunteer phone roster to notify 
parents that their child is absent without an excuse. After 
twosuch absences, parents are required to accompany their 
child to school the next day and talk with the assistant 
principal. 



A. Parents are encouraged, both formally and informally, to 
comment on school policies and (on some issues) to share in 
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the decision making. 
Examples: 

• A junior high policy handbook (covering absences, 
grades, discipline, homework, etc.) is published, and a copy 
given to every new family and student Opportunities for 
questions and comments are included in a tear-off sheet and 
encouraged at school meetings. 

• A school site council (see Chapter 4, page 43), consisting 
of representatives from the teachers, parents, and admini- 
stration, meets several times a year to decide how to spend 
the school's discretionary funds. 

• A senior high school, struggling to develop a new policy 
on smoking, drinking, and drugs, establishes a broadly 
representative parent and community advisory group to 
develop a draft code. After wide circulation and discussion 
among the entire student and parent body, the draft is 
revised and adopted. 

5. The school recognizes its responsibility to forge a partner- 
ship with all families in the school, not simply those most 
easily available. This includes parents who work outside the 
home, divorced parents without custody, and families of 
minority race and language. 

Examples: 

• A school principal ensures that employed parents 
receive advance warning of special daytime events, are 
offered times to meet with school teachers outside regular 
school hours, and works with the parent organization to 
make sure parents have arrangements for coping with 
sudden dismissal (such as snow days). 

• Schools in a community with a sudden swell in its 
immigrant population hire Spanish- and Vietnamese- 
speaking community outreach staff to make home visits, 
speak at churches about the school and the need to become 
involved, and listen to the parents 9 concerns* 

• A school district with a large number of children living 
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in divorced or "blended" households routinely asks noncus- 
todial parents if they wish to be included on the school 
mailing list, to receive copies of report cards, and to be 
invited to parent-teacher conferences. 

• The high school principal and assistant principals take 
turns personally inviting those parents whose children are 
not doing well to informal evening meetings to talk about 
the school program and the parents' concerns and questions. 

6. The principal and other school administrators actively 
express and promote the philosophy of partnership with all 
families. 

Examples: 

• An elementary school principal fills in for teachers who 
are meeting with parents, hires substitute teachers for 
conference days, and expects teachers to meet with parents 
before or after school, or in the evening when necessary. 

• A junior high school holds an annual banquet to honor 
its parent advisory group, and the principal presents 
awards for special accomplishments. 

• A principal facilitates the parent organization, contact- 
ing students to provide babysitting for younger children at 
all elementary school events. The funds are taken from a 
school's special activity fund to which parents may con- 
tribute. 

• A school district devotes one in-service training day per 
year to assist teachers in working with parents. 

• The chairperson of the elementary school's parent 
advisory committee is given an office or desk near the 
principal's. In the high school, the principal designates an 
assistant principal to have brief weekly meetings with the 
officers of the parent organization. 

7. The school encourages volunteer partiripafiionfrom parents 
and the community^large. 
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Examples: 

• Each parent is expected to volunteer some time, skills, 
advice, or resources (money, equipment, supplies), whether 
during the day, or on evenings and weekends. A wide- 
ranging list of such volunteer opportunities (taking into 
account families' different resources, situations, and needs) 
is sent to each family in the fall for them to choose how to 
participate. 

• Co? munity volunteers (retired persons, students, busi- 
ness employees) engage in one-to-one tutoring activities 
with children who have some mild learning disabilities. 

• Local employers offer short internship placements for 
high school students so that they might explore various 
careers. 

• A junior high school, with the help of a small grant, 
hires a coordinator of volunteers to manage a supervised 
recreation program for its students after school and on 
weekends. 

• A parent talent bank is created to provide supple- 
mentary art, music, math, and computer instruction during 
and after school. 

• Elementary school parents operate "telephone trees" to 
reach parents in each grade/class to find out who can 
provide rides for field trips, help immigrant families adjust 
to the community and school, or find materials for a study 
project 

• An elementary school parent group organizes an in- 
formation and referral service for parents who need after- 
school child care; a middle school parent group provides 
information about after school and weekend recreation 
activities. 



The Family-School Partnership 
at Different Grade Levels 

These examples provide only a flavor of the varied and 
creative ways in which some schools have developed and 

32 



53 



Developing a Family-School Partnership in Every School 



sustained strong parent-school partnerships. Although it 
can be found in elementary, middle, junior high, and senior 
high schools, parent involvement is generally regarded in 
official education^ circles as a priority only in elementary 
schools. 

With few exception*, the publications and research that 
we reviewed for this guide have been concerned with 
parent involvement and family-school relationships in the 
early grades. Certainly, it is our general experience that 
parents are much less active in every way in school as their 
children grow older (see Diagram A in Chapter 1). They 
volunteer less, have fewer contacts with teachers, are less 
likely to show up at school events, and appear to be much 
less involved nit h their children's work at home. 

Does this mean that parents do not have an important 
role to play in their child's education after ages ten to 
twelve? We would answer with a resounding, "NOP Parents 
are as important as ever, but their role nec ssarily becomes 
different as their child grows older. Many parents of 
secondary school students are vitally interested in their 
children's schooling, but simply don't know how they should 
express this interest In addition, what worked well in 
elementary grades is no longer appropriate to the upper 
grades. When parents of middle school or high school 
students seldom show up in school, or volunteer, or call the 
teachers, it does not mean they are shirking their responsi- 
bilities as parents. They may not know whom to talk with or 
where to go, and they may feel that their child would be 
embarrassed by, or even resent, their takir * 3 initiative to 
contact the school. Educators and parent groups need to 
think creatively about what constructive roles parents can 
play in the adolescent years, and how schools can encourage 
and facilitate them. 

Before we discuss this further, let us first consider why it 
is that teachers, administrators, parents, and students seem 
to be engaged in a "quiet conspiracy" to relegate parents to a 
more passive, shadowlike role as their children enter 
adol^ence, and why parents in turn appear to avoid 
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contacts with secondary schools. 

First there are a number of logistical problems which 
make it considerably more difficult for parents and schools 
to collaborate and communicate beyond the elementary 
grades. Perhaps the most obvious of these is that once a 
child spends his day with a number of teachers rather than 
just one or two, direct communication between parents and 
school becomes more complicated. Parents feel, quite 
rightly, that no one person in the school knows their child 
well. Each teacher knows only a segment of a student In 
addition, each teacher has to get to "know" so many more 
students. The guidance counselor, often the one person in a 
school who is supposed to monitor the academic and social 
progress of each child, has the impossible task of keeping 
track of hundreds of students. 

A second, related problem is the sheer size of many public 
middle and senior high schools. Parents are much more 
likely to feel intimidated, and to get both physically and 
psychologically lost, when confronted with their maze-like 
structure. 

There is also the issue of location. The majority of 
elementary schools are still "neighborhood" schools, within 
reasonably short distance from home (although this may 
not be the case in rural areas or desegregated urban 
neighborhoods). But schools for the upper grades are more 
likely to be further away from home and located in a 
strange neighborhood. (A couple of studies have cited 
parents' fears of the violence in these neighborhoods as 
reasons to avoid visiting the schools.) 

The curriculum in the upper grades also appears to 
create a barrier between parents and school. The modern 
high school curriculum is so different from, and in many 
subjects more advanced and technical than, their own 
school experiences, that parents feel they are not able to 
discuss the content intelligently with their child, let alone 
the teachers. While some parents may be relieved to be rid 
of helping with homework, it certainly diminishes their 
opportunity to be involved in the academic aspects of school 
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life. 

Finally, parents of adolescent children are more likely to 
be in the labor force and to be divorced and a single parent 
They may have less time and energy to spare for school- 
related activities, including the fun activities, such as 
weekend high school sports. Yet some observers have noted 
that it is often the high school athletic coach, the band 
leader, or the drama director who gets to know high school 
parents best This relationship is often sustained for three to 
four years, and is more likely to be an enjoyable and 
nonthreatening one for parents. 

There are also some important psychological dimensions 
to the withdrawal of parents from their teenaged children's 
schooling. Adolescence is a stage of transition from child- 
hood to adulthood. One of the central tasks of adolescents is 
to develop autonomy, to become responsible for their own 
actions, and to manage and plan their own affairs indepen- 
dently. Naturally, teenagers start relying less on their 
parents and more on themselves and their peers. It is quite 
appropriate that parents relinquish many of their custodial 
tasks of earlier years. They no longer need to see that their 
son or daughter leaves on time for school, or make their 
lunch, or check their homework at the end of the day. It is 
quite natural, too, that a fourteen-year-old son would be 
embarrassed if his mother worked as an aide in the 
classroom, office, or library. And with her new ability to see 
her parents critically, a sixteen-year-old daughter may 
cringe when her father offers to talk to her math teacher. 

As some scholars are beginning to point out, when 
adolescents develop more independence from their parents, 
this does not mean that they want to be abandoned by them. 
Relinquishing some control should not mean losing all 
i nterest and influence. Parents* expectations, guidance, and 
limit-setting are as important as ever. The period of 
adolescence needs to be one of a continual renegotiation of 
the parent-teen relationship, not a breaking off of the 
relationship. 

While many parents of secondary school children can 
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continue to be involved in tutoring and volunteering in a 
variety of program support activities, we suggest below 
three critical but largely undeveloped areas in which 
schools should actively encourage parents to become in- 
volved at the middle and high school levels* Since there is 
virtually no published literature to draw on, we rely instead 
in this section on discussions and some anecdotal examples 
provided by educators and parents. 

i. Continued monitoring and support of adolescents 9 aca- 
demic progress. 

It is as important in the upper grades as in the lower that 
parents are kept informed about their children's academic 
progress, and that parents show interest and have appro- 
priately high expectations. Unfortunately, many parents 
have no criteria on which to base expectations or standards, 
and need help in understanding what is appropriate. While 
it may usually not be the wisest thing to help teenagers do 
their homework, it is as appropriate as ever for parents to 
insist that a place and time be set aside in the home for their 
child to do it 

To make communication with parents easier, some 
schools are successfully creating administratively smaller 
units within the school, maintaining continuity of counselors 
throughout the high school years, and creating houses or 
teams of teachers who stay with the child for more than one 
year. Some schools schedule periods when the team of 
teachers can regularly meet with each other and, if 
necessary, with the parents and student to avoid the 
fragmentation of a piecemeal report Some counseling 
departments have created ingenious methods of collecting 
current information from all a child's teachers in prepar- 
ation for a parent-counselor conference. 

In the upper grades, it is more important than ever that 
the parents not only monitor but be an advocate for their 
child. In a large high school, students may inadvertently get 
lost in the bureaucratic shuffle. The schedule may become 
"fouled up," grades be misreported by the computer, poor 
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guidance given about what courses to take, and not nearly 
enough advice offered about educational and work oppor- 
tunities beyond school Some students will be able to 
unscramble the confusions themselves, but parents often 
need to "weigh in" to set the necessary action in motion. 
Schools should encourage and welcome parents playing 
such a monitoring and advocacy role for their children. 

2. Preparing for the transition to mark. 

One important task of the junior high and high school is to 
prepare children for the next stage of their lives— employ- 
ment or further education. (Indeed, some social commenta- 
tors have pointed out that much of what is learned in 
school— how to negotiate the school day, keep track of books 
and supplies, and prepare assignments— is all part of the 
"hidden agenda" of schools to prepare a cooperative labor 
force.) 

Schools do make valiant efforts, usually through their 
guidance departments, to help their students explore 
career options, find employment, or move on to further 
education. But the resources of guidance departments are 
miniscule compared to the need; in some communities, jobs 
for youth are extremely scarce; and the process of choosing 
and applying to colleges is complex and time-consuming. 

Once again, the resources of parents have been generally 
overlooked. This is surprising when one realizes that the 
world of work is so familiar to parents and that many 
parents have had experience with higher education. Most 
parents know, for example, how to apply for a job, how to 
succeed at an interview, and how to keep a job once 
employed; many know something about applying for col- 
lege. Parents also have a broad exposure to the variety of 
jobs in the community and know where the openings are. 
Through the experience of older children or friends, they 
may have current information about a range of colleges. 

Clearly, many parents are helpful to their own children 
in this task of choosing a career, looking for jobs, or 
selecting a college. But parents who become active in this 
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way do so largely on their own initiative, and not through 
any systematic encouragement from the school Moreover, 
parents collectively are a greatly untapped resource. Par- 
entsof high school students, if asked, might be quite willing 
to share some of their time on a volunteer basis to come in 
and discuss their own job situation (as a few do), to take 
young students as interns for a brief period, or to act as a 
volunteer counselor and mentor to another person's teen- 
ager. (Teens frequently will accept advice from their peers' 
paints which they would rcgect from their own-) We have 
heard of a few schools experimenting in these ways. In one, 
the guidance department trained a roster of fifty parents to 
supplement their own efforts for a few hours every Satur- 
day. And several schools are finding ways to involve the 
business sector in their career and guidance programs. 



& Guiding the social world of adolescents. 

Junior and senior high schools cannot ignore the social 
dimension of their students' lives or their own responsibility 
to be engaged in it While it is worth remembering that 
most teenagers do not lead a life of turmoil, nor engage in 
antisocial behavior, there still are significantly large num- 
bers of young persons whose education is seriously affected 
by the consequences of their sexual act* sity, drinking, drug 
taking, and truancy. And those few who engage in disrup- 
tive, violent behavior or vandalism are inhibiting not only 
their own education, but others' education as well. 

In recent years, a number of schools have assumed some 
responsibility for preventive education in these areas— 
usually through sex education and drug or alcohol abuse 
programs— and are trying, against long odds, to handle 
individual students with these problems in a sensible and 
effective way. If s a tough responsibility for educators to 
assume, and not surprisingly teachers often complain that 
it takes them away from the main business of education, 
and that they were not trained to be "social workers" and 
"therapists." 

There are no simple solutions to these problems. Once 
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again we point out that schools should call upon parents, as 
individuals or a group, to help. Too often it turns out that 
parents are the last to know (or admit) that their teenager 
has a drug or drinking problem or is suspected of being 
sexually active or pregnant (There are, of course, some 
situations of suspected parental abuse of the child when 
school personnel must inform governmental authorities of 
the situation.) 

In a few school systems, principals, teachers, students, 
and parents have begun to put together programs designed 
to combat these problems. Parent peer groups are forming 
to work on prevention efforts such as developing com- 
munitywide standards about parties and alcohol use or, 
more therapeutically, to help each other with actual prob- 
lems of drug abuse. They can often work to support the 
efforts of student peer groups. And most recently, programs 
are being developed in some schools to sensitize teachers, 
students and parents to the tragedy of teenage suicide, and 
to develop some preventive services for depressed teens and 
their families. 

Overworked school counselors and faculty can not be 
expected to meet the counseling and treatment needs of 
troubled teens and their families. Schools often find it is 
helpful to create close liaisons with community service 
agencies to whom they can reliably refer students and 
families for help. Most useful of all is when staff from these 
agencies make themselves available to meet initially with 
the troubled student family, and school staff in the school 
building to clarify the nature of the problem and overcome 
parent or teen denial and resistance to seeking help. 

Schools have an important task to counter the "ostrich* 
attitude of parents who feel at a loss to guide their teenagers 
through the hazards of today's society. Schools can alert, 
educate, and mobilize parents, responsible teens, and other 
members of the community to try to help young people live 
the kind of life that would enable them to take advantage of 
the education program that schools offer. And schools 
should be ever alert to how their own policies, administra- 
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tive structure, and staff behavior may get in the way of 
collaborating with families on these complex and sensitive 
issues. 
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Setting the Stage: School Based Management 

We believe that a key to making the parent-school 
partnership work is to allow each individual 
school the autonomy to create a unique partner- 
ship with its community. In education jargon, this has been 
called "school based," or "school site" management This is a 
form of school district organization that makes the indi- 
vidual school the unit where a significant number of 
decisions about the schooling of children takes place. 

Most school districts now are centrally organized. This 
tends to create a physical, as well as a psychological, 
distance between the central office and the local school. Yet 
it is at the local school that parent/citizen concern exists, 
and where the teachers and principal can demonstrate that 
they care. All else— board of education resolutions, admini- 
strative and budget decisions, state and federal programs 
and regulations— has only one purpose: to facilitate what 
happens at the individual school. 

School based management is a selectively decentralized 
form of organization where the power and the decisions 
now made by the superintendent and school board are 
shared with those who know and care most about the 
excellence of the education for students: the teachers, 
principal, parents and citizens, and students at each local 
school. 
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How Does It Work? 

At each local school, a parent/citizen council joins with a 
team of teachers, students, and administrators to form a 
school site council. The parent/citizen council can be 
elected, appointed, or can draw representation from exist- 
ing parent organizations. 

Within carefully drawn but not oppressive limits, the 
school board and superintendent can delegate a significant 
portion of their perceived and real prerogatives to that 
council. 

Salt Lake City has successfully implemented such coun- 
cils. Their councils must act within the following guidelines: 

• Recognize board policies. 

• Abide by state and federal regulations. 

• Stay within budget limits. 

• Promote ethical practices. 

What can a local school council decide? Here are some 
areas that are appropriate for their action: 

Needs Assessment and Program Development. Compre- 
hensive information from parents, citizens, and students is 
needed to establish meaningful goals for schools. The school 
council would be an essential vehicle for developing and 
analyzing this information. One part of this assessment 
should be a critical look at the state of school-family 
relations using the checklists in Chapter 7. 

School communities have different traditions and goals, 
and schools should reflect those, as well as meet general 
state and district educational requirements. Student needs 
vary from one school to another, and will continue to do so. A 
regular, annual assessment of community needs, conducted 
by the school council, would provide a basis for establishing 
school program goals. 

Scfwol Budgeting. School budgeting is another important 
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function for a parent/citizen council* The total school 
district budget is an enormously complex document It 
takes months to prepare and uses all kinds of exotic 
language and categories that are a mystery to most 
educators, let aione to parents and citizens. In each school 
district, however, a portion of the district budget could be 
allocated to each school for discretionary spending— sup- 
plies, materials, books, teacher orders, and so forth. This 
discretionary money averages around 11 percent of the 
costs of running the school. Who usually makes the decisions 
about what is ordered and in what quantity? The teachers? 
The principal? Should we buy more blackboards or more 
construction paper? Why? 

If a school district is able to free additional dollars for the 
school for training, curriculum study, or even for adjusting 
the ratio of teachers versus the number of teacher aides, 
these could become truly significant decisions in which the 
council could participate. 

Staffing Patterns. The tendency in most schools is to use 
people the way they have always been used. The school 
council could be a much needed catalyst in deploying staff 
to meet current educational needs. It could also consider 
creative ways of using volunteers. 

Staff Development The public needs to be better informed 
regarding the need for professional leadership in schools, 
and should encourage its development through inservice 
training. The public should also have a voice in the selection 
of principals. School site councils are excellent means for 
bringing these things about 

These are but a few of the areas where a school site 
council could make decisions for its schools. Others might 
include lunchroom management and food service; building 
and grounds maintenance; selection of materials, texts 
(from approved lists, or otherwise determined), and even 
curriculum (although that frightens some people). 

Transferring some management prerogatives to the local 
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school site council will not be easy. It involves trust It is a 
process, not a product Many anxieties can be created, 
many individuals can be threatened, and many organiza- 
tional power bases can be shaken. But if more effective 
education is to take place, school based management, with 
the school site council as the working vehicle, is the best 
mechanism we have found to strengthen the family-school 
partnership. 



Other Steps 

Although a school based setting for managing education 
provides the best climate for nurturing partnership with 
parents and the neighboring community, there is much 
that can be done in almost any system. Wherever a school is 
wholeheartedly committed to parent participation, success- 
ful programs will be found. We say this because we believe, 
and the evidence shows, that parents are nearly always 
ready and willing (if not able). But no matter how 
motivated parents are, what determines the strength 
and quality of parent involvement in a school is the 
attitudes and behavior of the school staff. 

Principals and teachers: the ball is in your court Parents 
do not like to go where they do not feel welcome. In the 
following sections, we lay out a comprehensive process for 
developing parent involvement, step-by-step.* It may not be 
possible to undertake all this at once, so we have arranged it 
in a sequence. Start small, if you have to; but plan to go all 
the way. 



*This section draws from a study by the Systems Development Corpora- 
tion, "Involving Parents: A Handbook for Participation in Schools,* 
Lyons, Peggy, et al., 1982. 
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At the Beginning 

As we have emphasized throughout this book, strong 
positive home-school relations provide the climate in which 
parent involvement activities flourish. People who know 
and trust each other will readily collaborate. It is essential 
to try to reach allparents, not just those you would mostlike 
to collaborate with; to promote two-way communications, 
not just to send messages home; and to provide full-time 
leadersfiip for building home-school relationships, not just 
to leave it to your parent organization leader. 

A familiar, open climate is an essential ingredient of an 
effective school Constant collaboration between parents 
and teachers is necessary for children to integrate the 
separate experiences of home and school. Families provide 
reinforcement and support that schools cannot operate 
without; schools provide services and expertise that families 
must have to function in modern society. Once this under- 
standing of mutual interdependence is established, real 
working relationships can develop. 



Basic Procedure 

The kind of roles parents should play in your school 
depends on what you both want and need. We recommend 
that you try them all. Parent involvement, like all human 
relationships, evolves; it cannot be decreed, and it does not 
happen all at cnce. As we suggested in earlier chapters, it 
grows out of parents' concern for their children and 
develops according to how it is nurtured by the school. 
Whatever form it takes, there are eight basic steps that will 
ensure success. We have tried to present them in a logical 
sequence. 

1. Provide at least half-time axtrdinationfor activities. 

At least one person (either at the school or, if the district is 
small, at the district office)should be designated the Parent 
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Coordinator. This person makes sure that everything that is 
supposed to happen actually does. A job description would 
include: 

• information relayer 

• administrator 

• trainer 

• social director 

• recruiter 

Whether a parent or a professional educator, full-time or 
half-time, paid or volunteer, the coordinator should have a 
desk, staff support, and regular hours on the job. Without 
this person, nothing else will go right 

2. A ssess together your needs and resources. 

Before a program can be designed, you must find out 
whether (and where) it is needed and who is available to 
implement it Assessing resources determines whether 
enough parents, staff, and resources are available for an 
activity. 

8. Develop a common understanding about the roles parents 
and staff will play. 

A typical pitfall lies in assuming that everyone involved 
understands the scope of an activity and who is supposed to 
do what Even at the risk of formalizing an easy, spon- 
taneous relationship, it is necessary to spell out goals and 
responsibilities. For parent councils and advisory groups, 
bylaws are essential. For volunteer staff, job descriptions 
reduce confusion. For joint social events, lists of assign* 
ments prevent annoying overlap. 

We recommend a three-step process. A subcommittee or 
other working group drafts a plan that is fairly detailed, 
giving examples of what a particular task might entail. 
(For example, the parent resource teacher will take over 
the classroom during art; the regular teacher is responsible 
for obtaining supplies.) The draft should be reviewed by 
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other parents and staff. Then the plan should be widely 
disseminated and explained so that even those indirectly 
affected will understand what is happening. 

Jh Recruit parents actively; select and aisign them carefully. 

Parents need to be encouraged to participate. Publicizing 
an activity or an opportunity to become involved is not 
enough. The parent coordinator should actively recruit, 
through teachers and other parents. 

Once a group of parents has been identified, they should 
be evaluated for availability, enthusiasm, and skills. We 
recommend a screening committee that represents both 
parents and teachers. The parents should then be matched 
to the appropriate jobs. Before making an assignment final, 
be sure to check it out first with the parent! 

5. Provide training far parents and staff. 

Effective, well-planned training lies at the heart of any 
successful program for parent involvement Including all 
who are to participate helps to develop personal relation- 
ships and to minimize confusion and conflict We recom- 
mend pre-service training to orient and equip everyone at 
the outset, and then in-service training to smooth out 
problem areas and provide an opportunity for development 
Continuous training allows adequate time to master new 
skills and provides an excellent means to monitor the 
effectiveness of the program. It also allays staff misgivings 
about parent inexperience. 

6. Establish several communication channels and keep them 
open. 

Parents who are closely involved in a school need to be 
informed about district policies and operations. Put them 
on the internal mailing list to receive notices and directives 
from "downtown," Encourage them to share this informa- 
tion with other parents. Include them in staff meetings, or 
hold periodic planning or problem-solving meetings. Rap- 
port should be three-way— between parents and other 
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parents, between parents and teachers, and between parents 
and administrators* 

7. Provide continuing support services for parent activities. 
In addition to the time and resources committed to a 

specific parent involvement program, it is important to 
provide some supplemental material and moral support 
Not only does this make life easier for busy parents, it also 
recognizes the contribution they are making. Material 
support might include babysitting services, a free lunch at 
the school cafeteria, or a regular ride home. Moral support 
might include an awards program, a feature article in the 
school newsletter, or a local newspaper story. 

8. AUm) frequent opportunities for evaluation and feedback. 
There is one important form of communication that 

prevailing etiquette tends to discourage, and that is criti- 
cism. Yet, improvement and growth depend upon evalua- 
tion and feedback. Specific opportunities must be provided 
for parents and teachers to raise questions, express con- 
cerns, and make suggestions for improvement Setting 
aside time at the end of regular meetings to identify 
"helpful" and "hindering" items is a useful technique. 
Special evaluation workshops could also be held. It is 
helpful to frame the exercises in terms of problem solving, 
to keep it from becoming agripe session, andtofinish with a 
constructive agenda. 



These seem to be the major ingredients of a successful 
parent involvement program. You may discover others, or 
variants of these. Apply them systematically to each 
activity you undertake. It may sound like a lot of trouble, 
but it will be well worth it 
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Forming a harmonious and productive relationship 
between families and schools is the most difficult 
and delicate task that parents and educators must 
perform* Parents naturally feel anxious and emotional at 
surrendering their children to the charge of strangers, who 
may have values very different from their own. Teachers 
worry about their professional independence and may want 
to get on with their jobs with as little interference from 
home as possible. And principals often want to establish a 
clear and early distinction between parents and teachers, in 
order to diminish confusion and conflict 

The turf battle between parents and teachers is often 
exacerbated by negative, inaccurate stereotypes of one 
another. Parents complain that, teachers don't make enough 
effort to understand their children, that they keep parents 
at bay with educational jargon, and that they are more 
concerned with preserving their professional prerogatives 
than with helping kids. Teachers complain that parents 
don't discipline their children properly, that they make 
inappropriate demands of children and teachers, and that 
they s<?em unwillingto continue at home what the teacher is 
doing in the classroom. 

Many of these complaints are justified. There are parents 
who can't, or won't, "let go" of their kids, who project their 
own frustrated ambitions on their children, or who have a 
narrow or distorted view of the educational process. There 
are other parents who neglect or abuse their children, who 
send them to school dirty and hungry, or who use parent- 
teacher conferences to discuss their own needs, rather than 
their children's. 
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On the other hand, there are teachers who are obsessed 
with their professional status and their occupational image; 
who are unsympathetic to parents whose background, 
social class, or language is different from their own; or who 
worry mainly about order and control in the classroom. 

Most parents and teachers fell between these extremes; 
decent people of good will predominate in both groups. But 
even the minor problems they have with each other can 
fester because there are not enough opportunities to discuss, 
much less resolve, them. 



Parents say: 

Teachers only send home 
bad news. 

Teachers don't make 
parents feel welcome. 

Teachers don't do what 
they say they will 

Parent-teacher confer- 
ences are routine and 
unproductive. 

Teachers teach too much 
by rote. 

Teachers care more about 
discipline than teaching. 



Teachers say: 

Parents don't seem 
interested in school. 

Parents don't show up. 

Parents promise, but they 
don't follow through. 

Parents only pretend to 
understand. 

Parents do their 
children's work for them. 

Parents worry too much 
about how the other kids 
are doing. 



Other Barriers 

There are also barriers to home-school collaboration that 
are related to logistics rather than to attitudes. These can be 
equally serious. One is the pr^sure of time. In many 
families, both parents must work. Many teachers them- 
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selves are working mothers or fathers. Both must make an 
extra effort to accommodate the other, and not waste time 
with trivia. 

Another barrier is money. Financial pressures on low- 
income families are intense. Schools can sometimes help out 
with economic problems. Survey research indicates that 
many parents would work in the school as classroom aides, 
lunchtime monitors, hall guards, or tutors (to name a few 
possibilities), if a stipend were available. 

A barrier common at inner-city schools, but one to which 
suburban schools are not immune, is safety. Parents and 
teachers, especially women, may be reluctant to walk to 
school after dark for an evening meeting. If the school 
parkin? lot or grounds are not properly lighted, there may 
^ven be a safety problem walking from a car to the school 
entrance. Security problems should always be considered 
when planning conferences, meetings, or school events. In 
rural areas, the distance of schools from family homes and 
the lack of any transportation are often barriers. 

Youngsiblings can be a tremendous obstacle to a parent's 
leaving home. In many families, women are expected to 
prepare every meal and provide all care for the children. 
For evening events, schools should consider offering a low- 
cost meal or potluck dinner in the lunchroom and arrang- 
ing child care in the school building. Or they might consider 
holding the event on a Saturday. For daytime conferences 
or meetings, elementary schools could collaborate with 
parents to offer child care in the kindergarten rooms; junior 
high and high schools could hire teenagers to watch 
younger children. All too often, we expect hard-pressed 
parents (usually mothers) to surmount these obstacles all by 
themselves. They need help. 

Also, parents can pitch in to help each other watch the 
children, find rides, or fix meals, if they know one another. 
At a minimum, each elementary classroom or upper-school 
grade should compile a list of the parents' names, addresses, 
and telephone numbers, and send a copy to every home. 
Even better would be to publish a school directory. Parents 
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who know other parents feel more comfortable coming to 
school. 

Finally, your school or school district may have policies 
that unwittingly discourage collaboration with families. 
Security precautions may require locking the doors while 
school is in session. Union rules may prevent the use of aides 
or full-time volunteers or discourage teachers working 
outside school hours. Closing school buildings at night may 
preclude evening meetings. Or it may be a lack of policy 
that is the problem: no regularly scheduled parent-teacher 
conferences, no school newsletter, no procedures for com- 
munity use of school facilities. The checklists we provide in 
Chapter 7 can help with a thorough and intelligent review 
of schools and district practice. 



Who's in Charge Here? 

Parents usually feel that major decisions about their 
child's education should be made with their consultation 
and approval. Teachers and principals often feel that 
educators should make the decisions, and the parents 
should be informed afterwards. 

This is a sensitive area in which neither side prevails all 
the time. It can arise over a child's assignment to a second- 
grade teacher, where the parents would like at least a veto 
over thechoice, but the principal will brook no interference 
with a professional judgment about placement It also often 
comes up around promotions or grades, where concern for 
the child's record is pitted against a teacher's more objective 
assessment 

Perhaps the most volatile occasions center around disci- 
plinary actions. While some school districts require the 
parent's permission to use corporal punishment, other 
districts continue the practice despite determined parental 
opposition. In yet other districts, parents ask teachers to hit 
their children if they misbehave. 

In many school districts, there are few avenues for a 
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parent to challenge a teacher's or principal's action. The 
only recourse may be one that is not possible or one they 
cannot afford: to withdraw their child to a different school. 
If school policy and procedures are clear and perceived as 
fair by parents and educators alike, many conflicts can be 
averted. Both sides are best served when there are fixed 
points for negotiation. Some districts use outside mediators 
to resolve the most troublesome disputes, a practice required 
under the federal special education law (P.L. 94-142) and 
successfully extended to other areas, such as discipline. 
Informally, principals, or school counselors may often play 
a mediating role in a dispute between parents and a 
teacher. 

What cannot, of course, be mandated are feelings of 
mutual respect and good will despite differences. With 
these, both sides can understand they will lose occasionally 
without mortal damage to the children and to their status as 
parents and educators. 



Whose Fault Is It if a Child 
Falls Behind or Fails? 

There are two major factors in the learning process: 
student motivation and good teaching. We get into trouble 
when we ascribe all the responsibility for one to the family 
and the other to the school. It seems to be a natural human 
tendency to blame others when something goes wroug. It is 
easier to do this when we do not perceive that the responsi- 
bility is shared. 

Education results from the dynamic interaction between 
home and school. It is not the sum of fixed parts: parents + 
students + teachers. No one is to blame if a child falls 
behind, but we are all responsible. The question is not whose 
fault it is, but what can we do about it together. 

These tensions are a natural part of human life. It is not 
possible to get rid of them, any more than it is to ignore 
them. As long as they are recognized and dealt with openly, 
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they will lend force to the creative interchange between 
families and schools. 



Common Ground 

Despite their basic differences, parents and teachers 
collaborate every day in the education of children. In fact, 
recent research confirms that parents, teachers, and ad- 
ministrators share much common ground in their opinions 
about the role of parents in education. Interviews with 
parents, teachers, and administrators show they all agree 
that teachers should communicate frequently with parents 
about what is happening in the classroom and how best to 
help at tome, that working closely with parents is part of a 
teacher's job, and that teachers need more training in how 
to involve parents. 

They also all agree that parents should enforce effective 
rules about homework, that parents should cooperate well 
with teachers and be willing to help, and that attending 
school functions and serving as volunteers are valuable 
contributions. Most important, they all recognize that 
parent involvement is vital to a child's success in school. 

There is no consensus, however, about what kind of 
parent involvement is most useful. While principals and 
teachers favor increased parent involvement in the tradi- 
tional ways (such as attending school events, chaperoning 
field trips, and supervising homework), a substantial ma- 
jority do not view a parent role in school decisions (such as 
setting discipline policy, hiring teachers, or selecting text- 
books) as useful or appropriate. Principals and teachers 
also feel that most parents are not qualified to make 
educational decisions. 

In contrast, parents are more positive about all forms of 
parent involvement at school than are teachers, admini- 
strators, or even school board members. Recent research 
conducted by the Southwest Development Laboratory in 
Austin, Texas, found after extensive interviews with par- 
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ents, teachers, and administrators, that parents are eager to 
play all roles at school, from tutor to aide to decision maker. 
But most professional educators consider all but the most 
traditional, nonthreatening roles (such as "school program 
supporter," or "audience at school functions") to be "unim- 
portant" The barrier to more parent involvement is 
NOT parent apathy but lack of support from profes- 
sional educators. 

Another interesting finding in this research is that 
professional educators, while not enthusiastic about sharing 
authority with parents, react more favorably when it is 
another segment of the professional community that is to do 
the sharing. Teachers and principals, for example, feel that 
decision making is the least important role parents can 
play, while superintendents and school board members, 
who set district wide policy, rate parent decision making at 
the school more highly. 



The Bottom Line 

What is the bottom line? Almost everyone wants parents 
to be more involved. But both sides must give up a little to 
gain the larger benefit- Professionals will have to let 
parents into their club, and parents will have to respect the 
educators' expertise. 

At first, new parents tend to act in nonthreatening ways, 
as boosters for the school, attending plays, selling tickets, 
and baking cakes. They also help their children at home, 
reinforcing what they are learning at school. But as parents 
become more familiar with the school staff and policies, 
some begin naturally to assume more responsibility and to 
question ways of doing things. 

This point is critical. Parents do not participate without 
wanting to become involved. Any effective program to 
involve parents will probably lead to some parent 
involvement in decisions— about curricular emphasis, 
school programs, and discipline policy, perhaps even hiring 
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and tenure. This is as it should be. Parents are not just 
extensions of their children; they are fully functioning 
adults who have important contributions to make. To 
attempt to confine their activities to bake sales and booster 
clubs is a tremendous waste of talent and energy— yours 
and theirs. 
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The parents are the true clientele of your school. It is 
their children with whom you are working. Most of 
them care very deeply about their children and how 
well they are doing in your school, and whether they will 
succeed as adults. Parents generally want their children to 
do better than they have, and are willing to make many 
sacrifices in order to achieve that 

There are hostile and difficult parents— ones who phys- 
ically and emotionally abuse their children and ones who 
will try to control what happens to all other children, 
through censorship, narrow ideologies, or rigid religious 
doctrine. We will discuss some ways to approach these 
problems later. Fortunately, these parents are in a decided 
minority. 

To work well with parents, you will need sympathetic 
insight into how parents feel and an awareness of your own 
feelings and the impact your remarksor behavior may have 
on others. You also need to learn some specific skills and 
strategies for working with parents. 



How Parents Might Feel 

Parents come in all shapes and sizes. They come with 
every manner of education background, social grace, degree 
of activism or conservatism, and economic condition. Some 
will faithfully respond to calls or letters; others are procras- 
tinators. Some want to be involved in significant decisions 
affecting the lives of their children; others would rather 
leave it to you. Many are frightened of school. 
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School can be a rather formidable place to parents, 
especially if their own schooling: experience was grim and 
authoritarian. When parents return to school, they are 
vulnerable to all their old fears and frustrations. This is 
especially true when they may already be anxious about 
their children. 

Fear does strange things to human behavior. Timidity is 
one manifestation. Bluff, bravado, and hostility can be 
others. We have all experienced the dry mouth, the flush, 
the accelerated heartbeat, the desire to escape. Recognizing 
the symptoms in ourselves can help us be sensitive to what 
those symptoms might look like in others. There is no sure- 
fire way to diffuse fear in others. Non-defensive responses, a 
sincere smile, and a calm demeanor are generally recog- 
nized as the best ways to build trust and reduce fear. 



Why Are They Coming to School? 

Curiosity is one reason parents visit schools. Parents have 
said, "We heard that our school is a Titte I' (Chapter 1) 
school, and wanted to know what that was." Or, "My 
daughter is so excited about the computer room, I just had 
to see it for myself . r 

More often, however, parents come because they have 
been asked to come, either by the principal or by the 
teacher. Most of the time the request is made because their 
child has been in some kind of trouble. Their coming is, 
then, a kind of command performance; when a teacher or 
the principal summons them, all their fears are heightened 
by the need to protect their child, and by their own feelings 
of inadequacy. Here we have a classic "we-they/' "win-lose* 
situation, especially if this is the first encounter with the 
school, or there is a history of these kinds of "requests." 

Occasionally, parents come to school because they have 
been invited to participate in some meaningful activity, to 
hear praise about their children, or to discuss ways they 
might help. This is now a "win-win" situation, one we 
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recommend happen frequently, so that when the other kind 
of request becomes necessary a great deal of the fear is gone. 

For the truly unreasonable parent, there is no easy 
answer. It is helpful to remember that what might be 
perceived as unreasonableness may actually be fear and 
lack of trust in school people, or in institutions in general. 
Non-def ensiveness and calm on your part can go a long way 
toward calming that parent down. Also, don't jump to 
conclusions just because the complaint makes you uncom- 
fortable or seems "off base." A careful review of the facts 
may reveal that the parent is quite justified. Of course, your 
first obligation should be for the safety of children and staff, 
so if that becomes a concern, you must obviously call in the 
proper authorities. 

There are some specific actions that can be taken to 
channel the energies of hostile parents in a positive direc- 
tion. One of the most important is to have written guidelines 
and clearly defined policies. Your board of education has 
usually established a policy about such items as sex 
education, textbook selection, discipline (including corporal 
punishment, suspensions, and expulsions* homework, and 
censorship (the placement or removal materials from 
classrooms or libraries). Have you asked parents to help you 
either adopt or modify these statements for your school? If 
you have, those written guidelines can go a long way toward 
defusing the more irrational complaints. 

A second way to deal with hostile, angry parents is by 
requesting that they wjrk through the school's parent 
organization, which represents all the parents. In fact, 
principals have reported to us that a strong active parent 
organization is the most effective way to resolve complaints 
and criticism of small groups of parents; its officers can also 
be helpful with an individual parent 

Sometimes, however, all your skills, understanding, and 
careful planning will not help, and a third party or the next 
level up in the hierarchy will have to be called in. 
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Tips for Principals 

What are YOUR fears? Are you intimidated by your 
staff? Does a call or visit from someone from downtown 
alarm you? Do you have a clear understanding of the 
purpose of education and schooling? Do you have a clear 
idea of the goals for your school? Are you willing to share 
some of your decision-making powers with your staff and 
your community? Do you believe that you have any power? 

Answers to these kinds of questions give clues about you 
as a person with responsibility and authority over many 
persons, teachers, students, and parents. If you are fearful 
and nontrusting of your superiors, will that fear transfer 
itself to your dealings with your staff? Do you keep delaying 
decisions and fail to take others into your decision-making 
processes? 

We believe that the more you are able to share your daily 
and long-term decisions with your faculty, parents, the 
community, and students, the more effective your school 
will be, and the greater the quality of the educational 
experience for all the students will be. 

What is the School's Message to Parents and Citizens? 

Denver public schools placed welcome banners over their 
front doors. Some of the banners have the message in 
Spanish and Vietnamese, as well as English, This is an 
attempt to overcome some of that "fortress school" mentality 
which educators too often promote and which parents often 
believe. 

Other schools have changed the signs on the doors from 
"TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED" to "WEL- 
COME. WE ARE GLAD YOU HAVE COME TO VISIT. 
PLEASE REPORT TO THE OFFICE." Of course, schools 
must protect students from outsiders, and in many cases 
doors need to be guarded and watched, sometimes by 
security guards. However, an open invitation to come in can 
break many barriers. 

One of the worst examples we have seen of a formidable 
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barrier to parent participation comes from this si^n on the 
gate of a school in Great Britain: 



"PARENTS ARE NOT ALLOWED INTO THE 
PLAYGROUND BEFORE SCHOOL, DURING 
SCHOOL HOURS, AT DINNE R TIME, OR AFTER, 

a IF YOU WISH TO SEE THE HEAD TEACHER 
AND HAVE NOT MADE AN APPOINTMENT, 
YOU MUST ASK THE SCHOOL KEEPER TO 
MAKE AN APPOINTMENT FOR YOU. OR IF 
YOUR BUSINESS IS URGENT, ASK TO BE 
SHOWN TO THE HEAD TEACHERS OFFICE. 
IF THE SCHOOL KEEPER IS NOT ABOUT, ASK 
TO SEE THE SECRETARY." 



Do you encourage your secretary to respond pleasantly 
and courteously to phone calls and to school visitors? Not 
recognizing the presence of parents can be seen as a hostile 
gesture, and simply reinforces their fears and concerns. 
Many times parents go to a school, usually at the request of a 
teacher or principal, and follow the instructions on the signs 
by going directly to the office. Then they may stand among 
the bustle of the office unnoticed, waiting for someone to 
help them. Admittedly, this happens more often in large 
offices (usually middle or high schools), but the same 
experience can occur in smaller elementary school offices 
as well. Test out your welcoming committee by asking a 
stranger to the office staff to record the time and quality of 
response. 

The behavior of a!l your staff— custodians, lunchroom 
aides, teachers, crossing guards, and of course you, yourself— 
can influence impressions about your school. How you feel 
about welcoming parents and citb^ns will be transmitted 
to your staff; taking the time to discuss this issue with your 
staff can pay large dividends in how welcome people feel 
when they come to your school. 
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Have you considered a reception area for parents, or at 
least a coatrack? Parents who must carry their coats while 
at school are receiving the subtle message that their stay at 
school should be brief. 

Whatis YmrMessagetoIridividvxd Parents and Citizens? 

When parents do come to school, perhaps feeling more 
welcome than they had expected, what happens when they 
meet with you? How do you handle yourself if they seem 
hostile? 

A comment we hear often about educators' behavior is, 
'They were really defensive." Defensiveness is a response 
when a person feels threatened, especially when a deeply 
held belief, feeling, or doctrine is being challenged. When a 
parent says, "Mrs. Johnson slapped my child,* or "Don't you 
think that discipline here is a little lax?" or "Your reading 
program just doesn't make sense," what is your reaction? 
Following are a couple of different responses— one defe:. 
sive, the other open— to those statements. 

PARENT 

"Mrs. Johnson slapped my chi*d." 
PRINCIPAL (Defensive) 

"Mrs. Johnson would NEVER slap a student" 

"Your child must have done something really bad to have 
made her that angry." 

"Children DO stretch the truth!" 
PRINCIPAL (Open) 

"Why don't you tell me what happened." 

PARENT 

"Don't you think that discipline here is a little lax?" 
PRINCIPAL (Defensive) 

"Well, you know how kids get away with murder at home, 
and we have to teach them everything." 

"We have quieter halls than any school in the district" 
PRINCIPAL (Open) 

"It would help me if you could give me examples of where 
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we have been lax," 
PARENT 

"Your reading program just doesn't make sense." 
PRINCIPAL (Defensive) 

"Our reading program was given to us by the superin- 
tendent's office, and we have no choice." 

"Research says that ..." 
PRINCIPAL (Open) 

"Sometimes a program does not meet the needs of all 
children. What kind of program would you suggest your 
child needs?" 

Another favorite response by too many principals is to 
blame "downtown." Everyone finds a scapegoat handy at 
times, yet isn't it really a "cop out" to rationalize one's 
inability or hesitation to make tough decisions by blaming 
that unseen bureaucracy? It is also a form of not-so-subtle 
sabotage to accuse "them,'* one's colleagues, of being the 
block to action or to progress. It is generally the case that the 
principal is free to run the school and to make most of the 
decisions that affect what happens to students. 

Another favorite defense is, "If s against regulations." 
This is another method of placing blame elsewhere. "Else- 
where" can be the "feds," the state, the city council, the 
board of education, or the everpresent "downtown." Cer- 
tainly, there are onerous regulations, and lots of paperwork 
to accompany them. You do have a legitimate complaint 
when a bureaucracy develops regulations and guidelines to 
punish the many for the sins of the few. There are also 
legitimate legalities that are necessary to protect children 
and staffs. 

Killer Phrases 

There are also expressions, used often without thinking, 
that can stop an exchange instantly. Do any of these sound 
familiar? 
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• A good idea, but . . . 

• Against policy, 

• All right, in th:x>ry, 

• Be practical. 

• Costs too much, 

• Don't start anything yet 

• It needs more study, 

• Let's make a survey 
first 

• Let's sit on it for awhile. 

• That's not our problem. 



• The Superintendent 
wont go for it 

• Too hard to administer. 

• We have been doing it 
this way for a long time, 
and it works. 

• Why hasn't someone 
suggested it before, if 
it's a good idea? 

• Ahead of the times. 

• Let's discuss it 

• Let's form a committee. 

• We've never done it that 
way. 



We invite you to keep track of the number of times you 
hear these phrases. Sometimes their use will be quite 
legitimate. Most of the time, however, they may well be a 
way of passing the buck, or evidence of unwillingness to 
make a difficult decision. 

Setting Up to Win 

Looking at your own behavior when meeting with 
parents or citizens is often the first step in beginning a 
"win-win" situation, rather than a "win-lose" confrontation. 
Of course, no matter how effective you are at trying to build 
that trust environment, some parents are irrational, often 
hostile, even before the meeting begins, and will be unrea- 
sonable, no matter what. But even if it doesn't always work, 
a warm and sincere welcome, perhaps coffee, aua a 
comfortable setting can start a conference off right. (This 
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may seem simplistic, yet we take that risk because so many 
parents have mentioned it) 

• Don't seat people facing the sun. 

• Don't use your desk as a buffer between you and the 
parent 

• Don't stand while they are seated. 

• Don't take any but real emergency phone calls or 
interruptions by a secretary. 

Another suggestion is to really LISTEN. Hearing what 
someone else is saying, rather than planning and thinking 
about what you are going to say next is essential. Also know 
about and be conscious of your non-verbal behavior. Are 
you listening with your body, as well as your mind? What 
does slouching or gazing out the window tell a speaker? By 
contrast what does an alert posture, leaning slightly 
forward, and acknowledging your interest by occasional 
nods or smiles say to a speaker? 

You aren't always going to be successful. You can 
increase the odds of success by doing some of the common 
sense things suggested. None of the above will work as well 
when you are tired, feeling harassed, or have an important 
appointment coming up. Knowing those things, and trying 
to accommodate to them, will make dealing with "unrea- 
sonable" parents a bit easier. 

What is Your Message to Parent Groups? 

Much of what was said above about dealing with indi- 
vidual parents applies here. Dealing with individuals is 
complicated enough, but when those individuals come 
together in a group, each with his or her own personal 
problems, aspirations, and hidden agendas, working well 
together can become more difficult 

Working with groups or as part of a group takes more 
skill than is generally recognized. You have an especially 
difficult task because you bring more information, status, 
and authority to the group than any other member. 
Therefore, your understanding and acting in accord with 
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sound human relations principles can enable you to provide 
able leadership and facilitate the operation of the group. 

For some of you this is elementary material For others it 
may represent new ideas or concepts. If you wish to pursue 
these group processes further, we refer you to One School At 
A Time, NCCE's handbook on school based management 
(see selected references). 

At this point, we take the liberty of spelling out some 
cautions when dealing with parent groups. (The same 
cautions apply when working with any group whose 
involvement in the decision-making process is important) 

Agenda setting. Who sets the agenda determines the 
degree to which people accept responsibility for the de- 
cisions reached. If it is your agenda, then you are the one 
who has the major stake in what is to be diiicussed and what 
is decided upon. Agenda-setting needs to be a collaborative 
process, with each person contributing to the items. Each 
person should feel free to compromise and to accommodate 
to the wishes of others. This does not mean, of course, that 
you have no substantial input into the agenda. You do have a 
stake in what happens and need to contribute to the creation 
of the agenda. Remember, however, that you have a lot of 
power in that parent group because of your position as 
principal and because you have the bureaucracy behind 
you. So your suggestions for agenda items will often carry a 
disproportionate weight, compared to those of other mem- 
bers of the group. 

Chairing the meeting. Another area to watch is the 
temptation to always chair the meetings. Chairing can 
often guarantee that things will not get out of hand and that 
undesirable items will be dealt with quickly. However, 
natural leadership will not emerge if you chair* what people 
think and feel will rarely be dealt with openly if you 
maintain your authority by leading the sessions. 

Setting the boundaries. While we feel that parents have 
contributions they can legitimately make in all areas of 
education, we understand that you may initially want to 
reserve some areas (such as curriculum design, hiring, or 
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tenure) for yourself and your staff. We suggest that you will 
prevent dissension at a later date if you are open and clear 
about those decisions you wish to retain yourself. Whenever 
possible, however, you should do all boundary setting in 
collaboration with parents. 



Tips for Teachers 

Much of what we have said about the ways principals can 
bridge the communication gaps between themselves and 
parents applies to teachers, as well. The first step is to 
understand that parents do care about their children, and 
that they bring to the school setting all of the fears and 
anxieties that come from their own experiences and from 
their perceptions of teacher and school. Joining into a 
partnership of trust because each of you have precisely the 
same goal— the best education for your child— will mitigate 
many of those fears, and will help both of you achieve that 
goal. 

We suggest that you begin by looking at how people 
communicate, and how, through communicating effec- 
tively, parents and teachers overcome their fears and begin 
to trust each other. To put it simply, there are three ways to 
communicate— in writing, face-to-face, and by telephone. 

Written communication takes time. Especially in the 
upi r grades, where the nnmber of students limits the 
number of written assignments a teacher can grade, notes 
to parents can be very time-consuming. If such notes 
become a chore, it is probably best to skip them, for 
grudging fulfillment of an obligation becomes very ap- 
parent to the receiver. Parents really appreciate receiving 
notes commending their children; they cherish notes from 
teachers about something special their children did in 
school, even after the children have long since graduated. 
We would hope that parents, too, would write to you about 
that something special you have done for their children. 
Most of us who were teachers still keep those special notes 
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from parents commending us for something special we did 
for a student 

Increasingly, teachers and parents are communicating 
by telephone. This can be quite effective and very useful for 
employed parents, for secondary school teachers, and for 
those families who live in spread-out suburban or rural 
areas and have difficulty visiting the school. Of course, some 
parents do not have phones, and some do not speak English. 

Many parents complain that teachers don't report prob- 
lems to them soon enough. It is too late for a parent to know 
about a failing grade or a persistent change in behavior 
after those things are reflected in a report card. 

When you report a problem (and it is important that the 
parents know about the problems as well as the successes), 
try to put it in such a way that elicits help from the parent, 
instead of making it sound as if you are blaming either the 
parent or the student For example, you could say, "Mary 
might fail spelling this semester if she doesn't work 
harder!" Or you could say, "I am concerned about Mary's 
spelling. I believe we can help her. Can you come to see me?* 

Opportunities for face-to-face communication between 
teacher and parents most often come through the formal 
parent-teacher conference, American Education Week, 
parent group meetings, or because something is wrong. 
These are rarely the best settings for open and candid 
sharing of information about a student They are useful, 
however, if they are seen as opportunities to come to know 
each other and to begin to feel comfortable with one 
another. 

The best opportunities for trust and open communication 
to take place are in informal, face-to-face contacts, or in 
joint learning experiences. Sharing a workshop experience 
or a training event, or working together on a committee, are 
all ways to get to know parents, and thus to become less 
fearful of them. Getting parents to participate in such 
events is often difficult, so you will have to find ways to 
provide opportunities to work together. 
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What About "Downtown 0 
and "Significant Others"? 

Several education reformers, such as John Goodlad and 
Theodore Sizer, have made it clear that we must reconstruct 
American public education one school at a time. That can be 
done only if the central office and the board of education 
("downtown") will allow each school the discretion to make 
the decisions that directly affect their students. 

This does not mean turning over the statutory and legal 
responsibility of those central office or board of education 
personnel. The board and staff should establish the overall 
purposes and goals of education for the district, determine 
the major policies for the efficient operation of the schools, 
and monitor and evaluate the effects of their activities on 
the students of the district Central purchasing, personnel 
budget construction, and collective bargaining are some 
specific activities that are more efficiently performed at the 
central office. But many other functions (such as tailoring 
the curriculum to the unique needs of a particular school's 
students and dealing with management problems of disci- 
pline, lunchroom, pupil safety, and needs assessment) can 
often be carried out at the local school, which is in the best 
position to decide what is in the best interest of its students. 

Such sharing of decisions indicates a high level of trust in 
the principals, teachers, students, and parents. When there 
is a lack of trust, "downtown* determines what is best for 
each unique school, sets rules and regulations that apply to 
all, establishes the specifics of curriculum for all, and keeps 
"tabs" on everyone to see that its edicts are being followed to 
the letter. This creates an atmosphere of fear, and it 
permeates the system. 

An especially strong principal or a group of teachers can 
sometimes make a school effective, in spite of a repressive 
superintendent or board; but schools can best be environ- 
ments that nurture learners when the board and superin- 
tendent establish a systemwide climate of trust Principals 
who are trusted tend to trust the teachers, the students, and 
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the parents. Teachers who are trusted tend to trust their 
principal, their students, and parents. When "downtown" 
trusts its staff, there is no longer a "we-they," but a "we" in a 
win-win environment 

The board and superintendent also play a big role in 
establishing a climate conducive to the involvement of 
parents and citizens. For example, Don Thomas made the 
implementation of a system of "Shared Governance" a 
condition of his employment as superintendent of schools in 
Salt Lake City, Utah. This was a shared decision-making 
model, which involved all the persons concerned about the 
education of children, from the superintendent to parents, 
teachers, and students. This sent a message of trust to the 
schools and the school personnel, as well as to the students 
and the community. Such a commitment has made the Salt 
Lake City schools a model of involvement and trust, and 
achievement test scores, absentee rates, and other measures 
of a successful school system have all been significantly 
improved under the "Shared Governance" system. Other 
big city school systems, notably Houston and Indianapolis, 
have had intensive efforts to involve parents citywide. 

Policy makers at the state and federal levels can also have 
significant impact on parent participation in the schools. 
Since the passage of the landmark "Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act" in 1965, Congress has made 
parent involvement mandatory in a number of federal 
programs, including litle I (now Chapter 1), Headstart, 
and P.L. 94-142 (the "Education for All Handicapped 
Children Act"). Sometimes these mandates may have 
stiffened resistance to parent involvement in districts with 
a fortress mentality, but in many local schools this legis- 
lation made parent involvement an important and respected 
part of local practice. 

This underscores an important point While the federal 
government has played a positive role in making parent 
involvement a vital part of (he education process, a commit- 
ment to involving parents must exist in the local school 
district for it to happen in any significant way. 
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State legislatures and state departments of education 
also have an increasingly important role in supporting and 
legitimizing parent involvement in the schools. Three 
states, Florida, California, and South Carolina, have man- 
dated some form of parent advisory or school site manage- 
ment council in all the public schools of their states. Other 
state departments of education and boards of education 
have set or supported policies that either mandate or 
strongly encourage local school districts to make parent- 
citizen involvement part of any school improvement plans. 

Others who can have a significant impact on parent- 
citizen involvement in schoolingare the faculties in colleges 
and departments of education. If parent-citizen involve- 
ment is made a significant part of the training of teachers 
and administrators, much of the resistance can be miti- 
gated. If university personnel believe that the involvement 
of parents and citizens is important, their students will also 
have a different perspective on that involvement State 
policies such as accreditation and licensing requirements 
can affect the curriculum of teacher training. The state of 
Connecticut recently made parent involvement a required 
subject for teacher certification. 

All these policy makers and the trainers of those who 
make education policy are key to the creation of an 
atmosphere in which parent and citizen involvement is 
respected, honored, and trusted. 

We urge teachers and administrators to encourage policy 
makers at all levels to take action that supports this 
essential aspect of school-family partnership. As we have 
stated earlier, we believe that when parents are involved, 
children go to better schools and do better in school. It takes 
all of us to make that happen. 
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As we suggested in Chapter 3, the best way to move 
toward a partnership in education is by developing 
a school improvement program. Fueled by the 
Effective Schools Movement of the last few yeare, many 
school districts are becoming involved in an intensive 
process of school improvement The first step in this 
process, usually conducted at the school building level, is a 
period of self-assessment 

Who should take the initiative to start a school, or a school 
district, moving toward partnership? Most education re- 
search documents the pivotal role of the principal in deter- 
mining the style of a school. Yet, there are several possible 
sequences of events that could begin moving your school 
toward partnership with parents, and each has a different 
starting point 

• A principal could decide to adopt partnership as school 
policy, enlisting the parents to help persuade the teachers 
and district "higher-ups" if necessary. 

• A superintendent could make partnership a district 
policy, provide training for school principals and teachers, 
and require school site councils with parent members, 

• Parents could present a plan for increasing parent 
involvement to the principal who could then pull together a 
working group of teachers and parents to implement the 
plan. 

• A local teacher center, in its work with parents of young 
children in the classroom, could identify the need to adopt 
parent involvement policies in school, enlist the principals' 
support, and implement the policies as a team. 

• A school board, during hearings on district needs and 
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priorities, could find a serious lack of parent involvement in 
the schools, adopt a policy of partnership, and instruct the 
superintendent to implement it 

• A school site or parent advisory council, which embodies 
one type of parent involvement, could decide to put other 
types on its agenda and adopt an overall policy of partner- 
ship for the school- 
While this list is hardly exhaustive, it does illustrate that 
parent involvement can come about or be increased in 
many ways, with many sources of instigation. The strongest 
effort, however, usually comes as the result of an assessment 
of the school's current relationships with families. The first 
step, then, is to do a self-study, to see where you actually are 
in relation to where you would like to go. Such an 
assessment should help you to see your strengths and 
weaknesses and to set priorities. 

Remember, too, that the best kind of organizational 
change comes from within, so that those who will be most 
affected by the change have a part in planning and 
preparing for it Wherever the impetus originates, we 
recommend a team approach: Form a small task force or 
advisory panel that includes those who must speak for and 
implement the changes suggested. 

We also recommend starting at the local school level, if 
possible. Should a districtwide group be needed, form it 
from representatives of the school site groups. For change 
to benefit children and families directly, it must happen at 
the local school. We do not mean, of course, that district 
policies need not be changed, but that the process should be 
as "bottom-up" as can be managed. 

To help with the self-study process, we have devised a few 
"checklists" to stimulate your thinking. We believe the 
checklists are essential diagnostic tools in any school 
improvement process. However, we also think that they 
could be helpful in staff development sessions and for 
teacher education in general. We encourage you to use them 
creatively; add to and modify them to meet your particular 
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needs. 

The first checklist, "Key Characteristics of Your School," 
is designed to help you assess your school's assets and 
liabilities. It covers the physical appearance of the school, 
the convenience of its location, its general relations with the 
community. All these things can encourage or inhibit 
parent involvement Some cannot be changed, but all need 
to be taken into account At the end of each category, we 
have placed a box for you to check if there is a problem in 
this particular area. 

The second checklist, "Key Characteristics of Families in 
Your School," is designed to help identify the needs and 
differing situations of the families in your school. It covers 
some sensitive but important areas, such as parents' marital 
status, education, and employment; cultural and religious 
backgrounds; and child-care needs. To flag problem areas 
or spots that need attention, we ask at the end of the list 
whether any of the answers surprised you, and if so whether 
something should be done. 

Next, we offer two checklists based on the principles of a 
partnership school that we identified and described in 
Chapter 3. These questions ask what is being done to 
promote real parent involvement at the classroom level 
(Checklist #4) and in the school as a whole (Checklist #3). 
What does the school climate communicate to parents and 
visitors? Is there two-way communication? Do parents have 
a chance to act as collaborators and problem solvers? Are all 
families being reached with equal effort? Is there active 
promotion of a policy of partnership? 

We strongly recommend that different groups of people- 
parents, teachers, students, administrators, counselors, and 
other staff— be asked to respond to these questions and that 
the differences between their answers be carefully ex- 
amined. Do teachers say the school has an open-door policy 
and the parents say not? Does the teaching staff say that 
collaborative mechanisms exist to solve a student's prob- 
lems, and the counselors say not? Do parents say they know 
where to take their complaints, and the teachers say they 
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don't? Decide together which areas need work. Then go 
ahead and develop a step-by-step plan of action. 



Checklist #1: Key Characteristics 
of Your School 

The appearance of your school, the neighborhood it is in, 
and the relations your staff has with the community all have 
an important effect on your school's relationship with 
families. 

This checklist is designed to help you to assess your 
school's assets and liabilities. For each category, we have 
added an "Other." Use this space to add things we might 
have missed. Some of the things on this checklist you can 
change; others you cannot For the really tough ones, enlist 
the help of your parents and community, (One school we 
know of had a leaky roof for years. The principal had tried 
in vain to get the funds to have it repaired. Finally, he 
invited parents to come and take pictures of the buckets on 
the floor, full of water from the dripping ceiling. After the 
pictures were sent to the local newspaper, the roof was 
fixed.) 

Flag your problem areas by filling in the boxes following 
categories in which you find a lot of negative answers. The 
checklists that follow, based on the principles of partner- 
ship schools, will give you ideas on how to overcome your 
liabilities. 

A. Physical characteristics of your school: 
(Answer "yes" or "no") 

Does it look well kept? 

Is there an obvious entranceway? 

Are the grounds well tended? 

Is there a place for parents to park at night when 

they visit the school? 
Is the playground/recreation area well equipped 

and safe? 
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Is there a library? 

Is there an adequate lunchroom? 

Other — 

□ Is this a problem area for you? If so, fill in this box. 

B. Location of your school: 

(Answer "yes" or "no") 

Do most of your families work within 30 minutes 

(by car) of the school? 
Do most of your families live within 10 minutes 

(by car) of the school? 
Is there adequate public transportation to and 

from the school? 
Do parents and teachers feel safe in the area 

around the school? 

Other _ 

□ Is this a problem area? If so, fill in the box. 

C. Relations of the school with the community: 
(Answer "yes" or "no") 

Dioes your staff tend to have the same ethnic and 

social background as the families in your school? 

Do you consider the turnover rate of your staff 

high? 

Has there been more than one principal in the 

last five years? 
Do most of your children live in the immediate 

neighborhood? 
Have there been any significant political battles 

about the school in recent years? 

Other 

□ Is this a problem area? If so, fill in the box. 

D. The school facility as a resource to the community: 

(Answer "yes" or "no") 

Is it open after school hours for visits or 

meetings? 
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Is there a community playground on the school 

grounds? 

Is it available and used for community events or 

community education? 

Is it a polling place on election day? 

Does the school sponsor events for the 

community? 

Does it provide space for daycare or after-school 

care? 

Are school resources and equipment available for 

community use (e.g., sports equipment, 

gymnasium, costumes, laboratories)? 

Other 

□ Is this a problem area? If so, fill in the box. 

E. The school's reputation in the community: 

(Answer "yes" or "no") 

Is it known for a strong academic program? 

Is it generally thought of as a "good" school? 

Is it free from chronic discipline problems and 

vandalism? 

Do many of the families in your attendance area 

use private or parochial schools? 
Does it offer a variety of nonacademic and 

extracurricular programs, both during and after 

school? 

Other 

□ Is this a problem area? If so, fill in the box. 

F. Special features for which the school is known: 
(Check any that apply) 

Team teaching 

Open classrooms 

Tracking by ability or performance 

Smaller schools within the school 

Special and compensatory education programs 

Magnet programs 
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Other strong programs (drama, music, sports, 

arts, etc.) 

Other 

□ Do you see this as a problem area? If so, fill in the box. 



Checklist #2: Key Characteristics 
of Families in Your School 

While a school is not a social service agency, it is still 
important to know the varying situations of the different 
families of your school. 

This checklist is designed to help you identify special 
characteristics of your school's families, and to alert you to 
issues that may need priority consideration and attention. If 
the data are not available from registration cards or 
surveys, try an educated guess. (We recommend that you do 
NOT ask your students for this information.) 

Once you have identified the special needs of your 
families, thefollowing checklists should give you some ideas 
about how, or whether, to address them. 

A. What proportion of students come from: 
(Estimate %) 

Single-parent households 

Two-parent households 

Foster homes or institutions 

Nonparent households (relatives or guardians) 

B. What proportion of children have ever experienced 
a serious disruption (separation, divorce, or death) in 
the family? 

(Check one) 

Less than 25% 

About half 

The great majority 
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C. What is the economic/educational status of the 
families? 

(Estimate %) 

Proportion below poverty level (or eligible for 

free lunch program) 
Proportion with at least one college-educated 

parent 

Proportion owning at least one automobile 

, Proportion with telephone at home 

Proportion that have undergone serious economic 

stress within the last two years 

D. Wbsi is the racial/cultural background of the 
families? 

Proportion of racial minorities (Estimate %) 

Number of different languages spoken by 

parents (and identify which ones) 
Proportion from cultural or religious minorities 

to which school should be sensitive (diet, holidays, 

medical issues, etc.) (Estimate %) 

E. What proportion of children live in families where 
both parents, or the custodial parent, is employed 
outside the home for most of the school day? 

(Check one) 

Less than 25% 

About half 

The great majority 

F. How many children are left unsupervised for long 
periods before or after school? 

(Check one) 

Less than 25% 

About half 

The great majority 
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G. What proportion of families is new to the community 
this year? 

(Check one) 

Less than 25% 

About half 

The great majority 

H. What proportion of children is handicapped or in 
need of special education? 

(Check one) 

Less than 10% 

Less than 25% 

About half 

How much of this information do you routinely collect? If 
you have not been able to answer these questions fairly 
easily, you may want to re-think how you collect data on 
your students and their families. If you use surveys or 
registration cards, some of the more sensitive questions 
may need to be made optional. 

Have any of your findings surprised you? If so, you may 
want to consider if they indicate a special need that is not 
being dealt with adequately. 

The next two lists are derived from the set of basic 
principles for a partnership school described in Chapter 3. 
They are diagnostic devices, with questions to clue you in on 
how well your school is working with parents. We do not 
mean to be exhaustive or definitive, but to provide a fair 
sampling of practices under each principle. 

We hope that a school principal, teachers or school team 
will use this to assess the areas where the school is (or is not) 
working with parents, and to obtain ideas about what else 
can be done. To cover topics we may have missed, or that 
you have thought of and we have not, we have added an 
"Other" response at the end of each section. 

We also hope that the principal will use this device to 
compare his or her perceptions with those of the staff and 
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parents to get a full picture of how the school is working 
with parents. 

Look for areas of commonality and disagreement between 
the school and parents, or between the principal and 
teachers. On a separate page, make a list of the areas you all 
agree need work* 



Checklist #3: Assessing 

the Family-School Relationship 

Principle #1: School Climate 

(Answer "yes" 0 r "no") 

Do office personnel greet parents (in person or on 

the phone) in a friendly, courteous way? 

Do posted signs warmly welcome parents and 

visitors? 

Are there directions (written or posted) for 

parents and visitors to find their way around the 
school? 

Is there a comfortable reception area for parents 

and visitors, equipped with a coatrack and 

information about the school? 
Is there an orientation program for the 

incoming class of students and their families? 
Is there a program for helping midyear transfer 

students and their families to settle in the school? 

(For example, is a staff member assigned to be 

their "host"?) 
Are there regular socfri occasions or events 

where parents and school staff can get to know 

each other? 

Does the principal have clearly posted office 

hours when parents and students can drop in to 
talk? 

Does the school permit parents to observe in 

class? 
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Does the school have an "Open Door" policy, 

where parents are welcome at any time during 
the school day? 

Other ■ — 

Principle #2: Communication 

(Answer "yes* or "no") 

Is there a school newsletter with up-to-date 

information about holidays, special events, etc. 

Does the school send home a calendar listing 

dates of parent-teacher conferences, report cards, 
holiday schedules, and major events? 

Does the school send home a directory of key 

PTA representatives and school personnel, with 
phone numbers? 

Does the school hold annual back-to-school 

nights/open houses? 

Does the school have a hot line for parents and 

students to deal with emergencies, rumors, and 
other "burning questions"? 

Do your policies encourage all teachers to 

communicate frequently with parents about 
their curriculum plans, expectations for 
homework, grading policies, and how they should 
help? 

Do parents know where to go with their 

concerns, questions, and complaints? 

Does the principal review all the school's written 

communications, including report card format 
and how test results are reported, to make sure 
they are respectful of a parent's adult status and 
yet easy to understand? 

Are parents informed of their rights? This 

includes access to school records, due process in 
disciplinary actions, and participation in special 
education decisions. 

Other 
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Principle #3: Parents as Collaborators and Problem 
Solvers 

(Answer "yes r or "no") 

Does the school require at least one 

parent/teacher conference each year for each 

student? 

Does the school offer to set up teacher-parent 

conferences upon request? 

Does the school provide in-service training or 

other opportunities to help teachers communicate 
and collaborate with parents? 

Is there an early warning policy where teachers 

consult with parents promptly if a child is falling 
behind or having social behavior problems? 

Does the school inform parents right away if a 

student doesn't show up for school? Are parents 
promptly consulted if there is a pattern of 
unexcused absences? (A "yes" to both parts of the 
question qualifies as a "yes" answer.) 

Does the elementary school confer with parents 

on the choice of classroom settings and/or 
teacher? 

Does the high school require parent approval on 

a otudentf s choice of courses? 

Are training and resources (such as a parent 

advocate) provided for parents of special 
education students to help them participate in 
the Individualized Education Plan and other 
processes? 

Other 



Principle #4: Parents as Advisors and Decision Makers 

(Answer "yes" or "no") 

Does the school publish and keep current a policy 

handbook for parents and students that covers 
discipline, absences, homework, dress standards, 
parent and student rights, etc. 
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If the school needs to develop a new policy or 

program, is there a mechanism for obtaining 
parent input? 

Is there a parent-teacher organization that meets 

at least once a month? 
Do parents ever approach the principal on their 

own initiative to question general school policy or 

procedures, aside from situations that affect only 

their child? 

When a problem arises at the school, such as a 

sharp increase in vandalism or drug use or a 
significant decline in test scores, does the staff 
inform and enlist the help of parents 
immediately? 

Are there established procedures for dealing 

with parents' demands, especially those of a vocal 
minority? 

Other 

Principle #5: Outreach to All Families 

(Answer "yes" or "no") 

Is there a policy for informing noncustodial 

parents about their children's performance and 
school events? 

Do teachers sometimes meet outside school hours 

with parents who have jobs and cannot easily get 
away during the working day? 

Does the school hold evening and weekend events 

for its families so that employed parents 
(mothers, fathers, others) can come to see the 
school? 

If there is a substantial minority language 

population at the school, are written 
communications provided in that language? 
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Is there in-service training offered for teachers 

on how to deal with problems caused by divorce 
or separation, such as how to avoid being caught 
between warring parents, or the impact of 
family breakup on children? 

Are there any special programs, such as peer- 
group discussions, for students whose parents are 
separating, divorced, or deceased? 

Is there an outreach program for parents— 

especially minority groups— who do not 
participate at all in school events, e.g., where 
faculty or parent volunteers are willing to make 
home visits or attend church meetings to answer 
questions, allay fears, and explain the 
importance of being involved in their children's 
education? 

When a particular parent refuses to cooperate 

with the principal or teacher, is there a school 
staff member trained to intervene and work with 
that parent? 

Other ____ 

Principle #6: Promoting a Philosophy of Partnership 

(Answer "yes" or "no") 

Does the school have a written statement about 

partnership with parents that is clearly 

available, especially in all written publications? 
Are there in-service opportunities for training 

teachers to work with parents? 
Is time at staff meetings devoted to discussing 

working with parents and to reinforce teachers' 

efforts with parents? 
Are teachers encouraged to consult with the 

principal if they are having difficulty dealing 

with a parent? 
Does the principal offer to sit in at meetings with 

teachers and parents or to mediate any dispute 

between them? 
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Does the principal substitute in the classroom or 

make substitutes available to allow teachers and 
other staff to have meetings with parents? 

Does the school offer assistance to help parents 

with babysitting, transportation, or other 
logistical difficulties, so that they may attend 
school events? 

Are space, resources, and staff support (e«g., 

reasonable access to a copying machine, typing 
services, a desk) provided for parents' school- 
related activities? 

Other 

Principle #7: Volunteer Participation 

(Answer "yeeT or "no") 

Does the school have an organized volunteer 

program with a coordinator (paid or volunteer)? 
Does the program draw from retired people, the 

business community, local citizens, and students, 

as well as parents? 
Is there a wide variety of jobs available for 

volunteers, including ones that could be done at 

hom^ or on weekends? 
Are all parents expected to volunteer in some 

way during the school year? 
Is the program reassessed periodically, with the 

participation of parents, teachers, and other 

volunteers, to ensure that the program is 

meeting school needs effectively? 
Are local businesses and community 

organizations contacted to provide learning 

opportunities outside the school and to explore 

career options for high school students? 
Has a local business (or other institution) been 

asked to "adopt? your school? 

Other 
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Checklist #4: Assessing the Par ent-Teac* er 
Relationship 

(Answer "yes" or "no") 

Principle #1: Classroom Climate 

Are parent observers welcome in the classroom? 

Are there any adult-sized chairs, besides the 

teacher's? 

Is the classroom organized so that a parent can 

see what happens in it easily? 
Are examples of every child's work displayed 

regularly? 

Is the classroom routine written down and 

clearly posted? 

Other 

Principle #2: Communication 

Are parents informed at the beginning of the 

year how they can reach the teacher? 
Does the teacher tell parents about the good 

things, as well as the problems? 
Does the teacher try to communicate at least 

once a month with each family (less often in high 

school, but regularly)? 
Does the teacher talk to parents in person (or on 

the phone), in addition to sending written 

messages? 

Does the teacher provide regular opportunities 

for parents to see their child's written work? 

Does the teacher let parents know of expectations 

for homework, grading policies, and how parents 
can help? 
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Does the teacher let parents know what 

information about the child is needed to help 
teachers do a better job (e,g., family stress or 
major changes in family— illness, birth, death, 
divorce, etc.) 

Other 

Principle #3: Parents as Collaborators 
Do teachers ask parents for their advice on how 

to deal with their children? 
Is there an early warning system for notifying 

parents if a student is falling behind and/or 

having social problems, so that teachers might 

confer with them about the situation? 
Before parents are informed about a serious 

problem, are other school staff consulted to gather 

their perspectives on the student? 
Are parents encouraged to advise teachers when 

a child is exhibiting a learning or school 

adjustment difficulty at home? 
In suggesting ways that parents can help at 

home, does the teacher take into account a 

student's particular background and situation? 
Do teachers make it clear to parents that parents 

must respect their need for time alone and with 

their own families? 
Do teachers help parents understand that their 

child's needs must be balanced with those of the 

whole class? 

Other 

Principle #4: Parents as Advisors and Decision Makers 
Are parents with questions and ideas about 

school policy encouraged to play an active role in 

the school? 

Do teachers attend parent teacher organization 

meetings regularly? 
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Do teachers listen actively to parents' concerns 

and pass them on to the principal and/or the 
parent-teacher organization president? 

Do teachers make it clear that some decisions 

about a child are not negotiable (e.g., grades, 
promotion)? 

Other 

Principle #5: Outreach to All Families 

Are teachers adequately trained and supported 

in their dealings with the problems of divorced 

families? 

Do teachers make special efforts to reach 

families from other cultures (e.g., home visits, 
translators)? 

Do teachers meet outside regular school hours, if 

necessary, with parents who are employed? 
Are teachers persistent in their efforts to reach 

parents who try to avoid coming to school? 
Will teachers make a home visit if that is the 

only way to meet a parent? 

Other 

Principle #6: Volunteers 

Do teachers use volunteers creatively (both 

parents and other citizens) to meet needs in the 
classroom? 

Do teachers expect every parent to help in some 

way, and are parents offered a variety of ways to 
do so? 

Other 
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Schools need improvement All the commissions, ex- 
perts, and authors tell us that schools are in trouble, 
are no longer competitive with the rest of the 
industrialized world, and need top-to-bottom (or bottom-to- 
top) reform. There is no shortage of scapegoats: Teachers 
are a favorite target, but parents, teacher-training insti- 
tutions, and certainly administrators and boards of educa- 
tion come in for their share of the blame. 

We suggest that the time has come to stop blaming others 
and to begin the process of building the partnerships 
between schools, families, business and industry, labor and 
politicians that can enable us to make the difference in what 
and how young people learn. The major premise of this 
handbook is that the involvement of parents, of citizens, of 
families is critical to that partnership, and to improving the 
quality of the educational experience. We oelieve that the 
data presented from research and our experiences demon- 
strate the validity of this. 

We perceive this handbook as a "Challenge to Action" for 
all schools and school districts; we hope that each school and 
each school district will conscientiously begin building or 
continue to nurture the partnership with families and 
others who have a concern about the condition of education 
in their community, state, and nation. We also believe that 
the schools must take the lead. Certainly there are parents 
and citizens who can provide the impetus for creating the 
partnership. Too often, however, when they do, it is to 
challenge or confront the system, rather than work for the 
partnership. So, we invite you, the teachers and principals, 
to put your energies into forming that partnership. Fami- 
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lies, parents and citizens, and students are ready to help, if 
you will provide the leadership. 

In this guide, we have strongly emphasized what you as 
principal or as teacher can do to wcvk collaboratively with 
parents at the school building level. This is because we 
know that it is what YOU do that can make the most 
difference to parents. 

Scattered throughout are references to problems and 
good practices that exist because of actions taken (or not 
taken) at the district, state, or federal levels of education. 
District policies, especially, can create the basic framework 
thatfacilitates collaboration and provides the opportunities 
for parent-school partnerships to flourish. We also have 
noted how critical teacher education is to improving many 
aspects of family-school relationships, and how parents play 
a pivotal role in moving schools in a positive direction. 

In conclusion, we outline below some broad recommen- 
dations for each one of these key actors in the production of 
education: principals, teachers, teacher educators, parents, 
and local, state, and federal policy makers. We hope they 
will all read this guide and find some useful ideas ir. it 

For School Principals 

We recommend that principals initiate a schooiwide 
assessment and improvement process involving represent- 
atives of their entire school— faculty, staff, parents, and 
older students— to discover the quality of their school- 
family relations and to decide on the steps needed to 
improve this relationship. (You will find Exercises 1 and 2, 
and the four Checklists helpful.) School-family relationships 
may be the sole focus of this school improvement process, or 
it may be only one of a number of areas to be reviewed. 




For Teachers 

If your school is not ready for a school- wide process, don't 
be discouraged. There are many things teachers can do in 
their classroom to encourage parents to communicate and 
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work with them more regularly. We believe that when 
parents work with teacher^ the teachers are more effective. 

You may want to try some of the ideas listed in the 
Checklists or examine some of the other resources in our 
"Selected References." Also, look around in your own school. 
You may find some teachers who have had more experience 
working actively with parents, and they may be able to 
share ideas with you. You may find a faculty member in 
your local school of education who has resources that would 
be helpful to you. And you may find it helpful to talk to some 
parents to get their feedback, discussing with them some of 
the things you want to begin doing. 

For Teacher Educators 

Teacher educators have a special responsibility to help 
both the teachers currently in college and those in continu- 
ing education or staff development programs to provide 
them with the understanding and skills necessary to build 
strong school-family partnerships. This includes under- 
standing of: 

• the important role of parents in education; 

• the complexities, diversity, and richness of families 9 
lives today; 

• the family factors that affect children and children's 
problems and successes that affect families; 

• the skills necessary to communicate and collaborate 
with parents from a variety of backgrounds and in 
different situations. 

Some teacher educators have already developed curri- 
culum materials and teaching methods on these topics (see 
"Selected References"), but not nearly enovgh has been 
done. You may want to develop your own. You will find 
much material, especially in Chapter 7, from which to 
draw. 

For Parents 

We have aimed this book primarily at educators, but they 
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cannot move toward a partnership without parents 9 help. 
Moreover, parents may need to insist that a family-school 
partnership is an urgent and important concern and to 
convince educators that they need to read this guide and 
start doing things differently. Although we have not 
addressed parents directly in this book, we believe they will 
find many ideas that they can use. If educators wish to 
improve parent-school relationships they must work with 
parents to achieve this school-by-school, district-by-district 
They need parents to help them understand what they can 
do to involve parents more productively in their particular 
school. And parents need to listen and learn from the 
educators what parents can do (and refrain from doing) to 
help make the partnership work. 

For School District Administrators 
and Board Members 

Several citywide programs of parent involvement have 
come into being because of strong leadership at the school 
district level. These districts designed a program with 
several mandatory features and also found funding— 
sometimes from the local corporate sector— for the project 
to make it successful. 

If superintendents or school board members decide mor ?, 
could be done to build partnerships with parents, they too 
should first study the issue in their schools by forming a 
team with their principals, some teachers, parent repre- 
sentatives, and board members. Using our Checklists, take 
a school-by-school look at how staff are presently working 
with parents. Decide what should be done differently and 
determine what district policies need to be changed or what 
resources need to be added to encourage parent involve- 
ment 

Some actions a district can take include 

• mandating required parent-teacher conferences; 

• providing the resources needed to educate parents and 
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teachers to use these conferences productively; 

• hiring and training community-outreach workers 
based in the schools to work with those families who do 
not readily come to school and/or whose cultural 
background requires special efforts to be made to 
communicate with them; 

• developing a clear districtwide policy regarding the 
rights of noncustodial parents to be sent progress 
reports and other information on their child; 

• requiring some of the staff development in-service 
training time each year be devoted to the topic of 
parent-teacher collaboration; 

• permitting and encouraging individual schools to 
invite community organizations to run after-school 
recreation programs, child-care programs, and study 
halls for both younger and older children in the 
building; 

• leaning on local corporations to donate resources to 
schools, provide release time for their employees to 
volunteer in school, and release time for parents to 
attend school functions and conferences; 

• developing a districtwide school calendar, daily sche- 
dule, bus schedule, and emergency policies, which are 
sensitive to parents' realities and balance their needs 
with others' needs; 

• developing cooperative agreements with community 
service agencies to provide liaison staff to work in the 
secondary schools as consultants and to facilitate 
referrals. 

For State Education Officials 

There are a number of areas in which decisions at the 
state level can help to promote family-school partnerships. 
Some of the actions that can be taken at state level include: 

• providing incentives for involving parents in advisory 
roles, either in every school or in certain demonstration 
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schools (as has been done in Utah, Colorado, and 
California, for example); 

• insisting that teachers learn about how to work with 
parents, both in their course work and through apprentice- 
ship in school, by setting standards for teacher accre- 
ditation (as is being done in Connecticut, for example); 

• highlighting the importance of parent involvement at 
statewide educators' meetings and providing staff 
development opportunities to discuss the issues with 
school administrators and others; 

• holding hearings in the state legislature on the issue of 
searching out promising practices that are already 
being used in the state; 

• making certain that the role of parents as partners is 
included in school improvement efforts (as is happen- 
ing in Connecticut). 

For Federal Policy Makers 

In the last few years, the trend in federal policy has been 
to move away from mandating specific forms of parent 
involvement in education programs. Yet a new, more 
constructive and faciiitatingfederal role has not yet evolved 
Both federal and state administrators have been largely 
content to allow local districts to develop their own strate- 
gies for parent involvement 

We have learned a few things from studies of federal 
programs. One is that local administrators tend to treat as 
important those things that federal and state administrators 
consider important, and that state administrators tend to 
follow the federal lead in deciding what to emphasize with 
local districts. Another is that parent involvement has 
generally been a low priority item. Federal and state 
officials, charged with implementing complex regulations 
such as fiscal accountability and targeting to need, have 
been reluctant to press the issue on parent involvement as 
well. 

Consequently, a third finding is no surprise. Parent 
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involvement in federal programs has not been high, except 
in P.L. 94-142, where it is largely confined to decisions 
about one's own child. 

We would make the following recommendations to 
federal education officials: 

• Emphasise the importance of parent involvement in 
speeches, program guidance, informational materials, 
workshops, and meetings. 

• Insist that requirements for parent consultation in 
federal programs be met While districts are free to 
choose the form of consultation (advisory committees, 
public meetings, hearings, etc.), they are not free to 
choose NOT to consult Request documentation in 
monitoring visits, and check with parents to see if they 
actually were consulted. 

• Include parent involvement in all major federally 
funded studies, evaluation, and research. We need to 
knew much more about how schools relate to families 
and which forms of parent involvement pay off in 
student achievement and school improvement Make 
sure the findings are available to a lay audience, 
especially parents. 

• Invite parents, advisory committee members, and 
representatives of parent/citizen groups to federal 
training and informational events. Give them enough 
information in advance so that they can participate 
knowledgeably. 

• EmxxiragestateaiKllocala 

tivc funds for training parents and educators to work 
together. Make this clear in regulations, guidelines, 
and other program communications. 

• Identify programs where parent involvement has had 
a significant effect and disseminate the best examples. 

• Create more opportunities for nonprofit parent-citizen 
groups to provide services to other parents, through 
competitive grant programs or contracts. 

• Be attentive io how changes in federal policy direction 
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may indirectly affect parent involvement Shifting 
emphasis in bilingual education, for example, from 
instruction in the minority language to instruction in 
English may mean fewer staff who can communicate 
with non-English-speaking parents. 

We hope this book has given you some insights and new 
ideas. Please come back to it on occasion, perhaps to review 
Chapter 2, "Basic Assumptions: What Do You Think?" to 
see how your thinking has developed or changed, or to share 
the checklists and recommendations with your colleagues. 
W orking collaboratively with families is not only a reward- 
ing experience, it can be a truly joyful one. We wish you well 
in that enterprise. 




102 

123 



AFTERWORD 

What Does the Research 
Say About Families 
and Schools? 




Beyond the Bake Sale 



Most educators do not need research to know that 
parents strongly influence their children's learn- 
ing and behavior in school Research can, how- 
ever, provide an understanding of the ways families affect 
children'sschoolingand can help educators understand the 
implications of the family's role for their own policies and 
practice. 

The first wave of well-known national studies examining 
the influence of family background on school achievement 
(Coleman, 1966; Jencks, 1972) were not very helpful to 
educators because there was little the school could do to 
alter parents' level of education, income, or ethnic back- 
ground. However, we summarize here a number of more 
recent studies which seem to have direct relevance to 
educators' concerns. These studies have focused iess on 
structural characteristics of families and more on the 
processes within families, and on parents 1 interaction with 
schools. This line of inquiry is still in its infancy, but is 
providing considerable new evidence of the importance of 
the family's role in education and is already generating 
some practical ideas for school personnel 

We have organized the summaries to address five key 
questions that interest educators: 

1. What effects do families have on their children's 
success in school? 

2. What effects does parent involvement in education 
have on student achievement and behavior? 

3. What aspects of school organization and practice have 
the strongest influence on family-school relationships? 
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4, How have schools responded to the recent major 
chanjfes in family life? 

5, What are schools doing to encourage stronger family- 
school partnerships? 

Because the research we summarize is quite large and 
disparate, we have relied on several reviews: Scott-Jones, 
1984; Clark, 1983; Linney and Vernberg, 1983; Bauch, 
1985; Henderson, 1981; and Moles, 1982. These and a 
number of other selected references are included as Ap- 
pendix A. A number of organizations having additional 
reports and publications which may be useful are included 
as Appendix B. 

Before we begin, we would like to make a few back- 
ground comments about the general nature of the research. 

1. Although there is a broad consensus on the importance 
of the family's role in education, the studies are scarce. 
Researchers have tended to concentrate on schools (what 
teachers do and what resources they have), to the neglect of 
families (what parents do to teach their children and 
encourage and support their school progress). 

Most research on schools and families lias examined 
these two worlds as if they were independent entities, 
largely unrelated to each other. There has been little 
systematic study of the ways in which schools and families 
influence one another and the child who daily shuttles 
between them. Even the many national school reform 
reports released over the past two years have almost totally 
ignored the family's role in student achievement and parent 
involvement in school improvement. 

2. The research that has been conducted on the topic has 
not, on the whole, produced findings useful to educators. 
While there are a number of reasons for this, the most 
important is that the major national studies concerning 
family influence in education (e.g., Coleman, 1966; Jencks, 
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1972) have focused on associations between fixed socio- 
economic variables (such as race, income, and family 
structure), and school failure or success. Such statistical 
correlations do not necessarily help disentangle cause and 
effect Although we have learned in the aggregate that 
children from poor families, and children from single 
parent households, are somewhat less likely to succeed in 
school, these studies do not help us understand why a 
particular child may be doing poorly or very well 

3. Three recent streams of research have taken a more 
inductive approach, relying more on qualitative methods 
such as personal interviews and observations. In contrast to 
the prior emphasis on static variables, they have identified 
variables that can be modified with positive effects. 

One cluster of studies which has become known as the 
"effective schools" research, has examined the processes, 
interactions and practices that are found in effective 
schools. In general the key characteristics of schools where 
all children perform well are: strong instructional leader- 
ship, focus on basic skills, orderly school climate, high 
expectations of students, and frequent monitoring of pupil 
progress (Zerchykov, 1985). A few of these studies have 
included parent participation as one of the key factors 
essential to effective schools. (See Gauthier, 1983; and 
Zerchykov, 1985.) Other researchers have been investigat- 
ing family processes— expectations, beliefs, attitudes, and 
communication patterns— to identify those which occur in 
families where children do well in school. 

Another promising area of inquiry has examined the 
relationship between families and schools: to look at the 
pattern of communcation, contact, and mutual support 
between school personnel and parents, and how they 
influence each other. The primary purpose of what has been 
termed the 44 family-school interaction" research is to assess 
how family-school interactions affect children's learning 
and school success. The assumption here is that the efforts 
of schools and families are linked, that they can either 
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support and reinforce each other or they can compete with 
and undermine each other 

What Effects Do Families Have 

on Their Children's Success in School? 

The range of family factors that have been identified as 
affecting children's achievement in school is extremely 
broad: genetic endowment, family size, family structure, 
birth order, spacing of children, nutrition and health care, 
parental education and employment, patterns of family 
communication, parent-child activities, expectations of 
school performance, are ones most frequently mentioned 
(ScottJones, 1984). There has been some controversy around 
the relative significance of structural characteristics— 
those factors that are used to label families and children as 
"poor," "single-parent," "latch key," etc- Recent studies 
suggest that family process variables (how family members 
relate to each other) have a greater effect on achievement 
than do family background variables. (Linn$y and Vern- 
berg, 1983.) 

Family Demographics and Structural Characteristics 
In the fifties and sixties a major interest was the effect of 
low family income on school achievement Currently, two 
new questions dominate tide discussion: What are the effects 
of living in a single parent home? and What are the effects 
of mothers workingoutside the home? Both these trends are 
often assumed to have a negative effect on school per- 
formance, yet the research reviews to date draw mixed 
conclusions. 

While some recent studies have found that single-parent 
families are associated with lower levels of school achieve- 
ment, others point out how difficult it is to separate out the 
combined effects of class, income, and race (Scott-Jones, 
1984). Further, most of the studies lump all kinds of single- 
parent families together, and fail to consider other mitigat- 
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ing factors that may influence the quality of a child's life, 
such as the existence of extended family or other support 
systems. 

To sum up, the research on single parenting is probably 
most useful to educators when it points out the dangers of 
stereotyping, to ascribing poor school performance to the 
single fact that the child's parents do not live in the same 
household A more useful inquiry is What are the circum- 
stances that allow children from single parent or low- 
income, minority homes to succeed? (See Clark, 1984.) 

Research on the influence of maternal employment also 
brings out the complex dimensions of an apparently staple 
question. For example, the findings differ according to 
class and sex of child. Maternal employment appears to 
have a positive effect for many children from poor families, 
but not necessarily for children from middle income fami- 
lies. In some situations, boys are affected negatively, while 
girls are affected positively by their mother's working. 
(Kamerman and Hayes, 1983.) Two interesting studies 
have found that employed mothers spend just as much time 
with their children at home on school-related activities as 
mothers who remain at home (Medrich, 1982; and Epstein, 
1983). 

Again, these studies suggest that it is not useful to 
generalize about the effects of a mother's employment on 
the child's school achievement It would be more productive 
in each case to inquire into the context of that employment, 
and the way her working is adjusted to and viewed by the 
members of the family. 

Families as Educators 

Earlier studies focused intensively on mother-child inter- 
actions, especially on the ways mothers "teach" their young 
children. Their findings about parental "deficits" observed 
in low-income families directly influenced several "early 
intervention" programs that encouraged and reinforced 
mother-child interaction in "disadvantaged" homes. These 
studies have been criticized for their narrow focus on 

108 

ERIC 129 



Afterword 



mother-as-teacher and their class bias* 

A relatively new line of inquiry examines family inter- 
actions more broadly* to include the family's critical role in 
socialization as well as "education" and to explore the 
family's social, neighborhood! and cultural environment 
(Jensen-Leichter, 1974)* 

These studies are still exploratory, and small-scale, not 
yet generalizable to large populations* They focus on 
families' use of time and space; the roles of parents, siblings 
and grandparents; the effect of children on others in the 
family; the difference between aspirations and expectations; 
strategies of support and control; existence of informal 
social supports; parents 1 role as mediators between the child 
and society; and many other issues (Jensen-Leichter. 1974; 
Scott-Jones, 1984; Clark, 1984)* 

One interesting group of studies points out the disconti- 
nuities between the values, attitudes, expectations and 
behavior of poor minority families and the middle class 
values of the dominant culture enshrined in the schools* 
(See Comer, 1980; Lightfoot, 1981; and Laosa, 1982*) 

As a result we are beginning to understand the charac- 
teristics of successful families. Reginald Clark has iden- 
tified these: clearly expressed valuation of schooling and 
expectations for school achievement parents 9 sense of self- 
mastery and control over their lives; frequent discussions 
about school and positive reinforcement of school work and 
interests; a family climate that has regular routines and 
mealtimes and encourages a purposive use of time and 
space* These are found in both single and two-parent 
homes, in poor and middle-class families whose children do 
well in school (Clark, 1984)* 



What Effects Does Parent Involvement 
in Schools and Education Have on Student 
Achievement and Behavior? 



Reviews of the research have found that parent involve- 
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ment of almost any kind improves student achievement, 
especially in minority and low-income schools (Henderson, 
1981; Moles, 1982; Linney, 1983; Zerchykov, 1985). Al- 
though the findings are important this research does have 
a few limitations. It is mostly confined to the earliest years 
of schooling and to public schools, and each study uses a 
different definition of involvement Thus it is difficult to 
conduct comparisons across programs, or to identify the 
kinds of involvement activities that produced the most 
positive results. 

Variations in Parent Involvement 

Parent involvement is tremendously varied and diverse. 
One useful contribution of these studies is a more elaborated 
definition of the broad term, "parent involvement" Some 
have begun to classify the range of home and school-based 
activities in which parents participate (Zerchykov, 1985; 
Collins et al., 1982; Williams and Stallworth, 1983-84). 

Whatever the categories chosen, a two-part distinction 
emerges between (a) those parent activities aimed primarily 
at strengthening the overall school program, and only 
indirectly toward helping the parent's own child (e.g., 
advisory, volunteering, fundraising and advocacy activi- 
ties); and (b) those parent activities directly aimed at 
assisting one's own child (e.g., helping with homework, 
meeting with teachers, and attending school events). Most 
assessments of parent involvement have focused on these 
activities. 

Several smaller studies provide rich descriptions of 
parent activities (Comer, 1980; Epstein, 1983; Lyons, 1982). 
They have found that the level of parent participation 
varies enormously from school to school, that participation 
of all kinds peaks in elementary school and drops off substantially 
at the secondary level, and that very few parents are 
involved in leadership or shared governance activities 
(Epstein, 1983). Parents and school personnel have different 
opinions about what parent involvement activities actually 
take place and which ones are desirable. Educators typ- 
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ically do not welcome parent involvement in advisory or 
governance roles, while parents indicate a strong interest in 
these activities(Williams and Stallworth, 1983; Docknevich, 
1984; and Ahlenius, 1983). 

While private schools are generally considered to have 
higher levels of parent participation, there are no studies to 
document this impression. In a first large scale attempt to 
quantify the level oi' parent involvement in Catholic high 
schools, researchers found that on the average one-fifth of 
the parents contribute substantial amounts of time to school 
activities, but most of it is spent fundraising and chaper- 
oning (NCE A, 1985). 

Effects in Preschool and Elementary Grades 
The most positive effects of parent involvement h&ve been 
documented in the preschool and elementary grades. In a 
review of thirty-seven such studies, the most clearly positive 
results occur in carefully planned early intervention pro- 
grams designed to enrich rJie educational experiences of 
disadvantaged children. In follow-up studies a decade later, 
the children were found to be performing at higher 
academic and social levels than the comparison groups 
(Henderson, 1981). In all these programs, parent partici- 
pation was a common theme, and was identified as a critical 
ingredient to the program's success. It seems clear that the 
more intensely and longer parents participated in the 
program, the better the children did (Linney, 1983; Hen- 
derson, 1981). 

There are very few studies that have examined the effects 
of parent involvement at the secondary school level (Gotts 
and Purnell, 1985), and these tend to assume that the 
primary grade model of family-school relations is appro- 
priate to the higher grade levels. If the lack of parent 
presence in high schools is noted it is assumed that parent 
involvement is not important 

One nationwide study of 20 public high schools concluded 
that the degree of parent and community interest in quality 
education was the critical factor in explaining students' 
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achievement levels and educational aspirations (McDill, 
1969). And an important recent analysis of the National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) longitudinal survey 
of high school students strongly suggests that high school 
parent involvement and support of education is critical at 
tiie secondary level: students whose parents closely monitor 
their academic progress and their general whereabouts, do 
significantly better in school. This relationship holds across 
socio-economic class. (See NCES, March 1985.) 

Effects of Parent Involvement in Advocacy and Governance 
The effects of parent involvement in advocacy and 
governance activities on student achievement have not been 
well documented. This is a very difficult issue to study. One 
review of the experience of the thousands of parent advisory 
councils that exist across the country found widely varying 
degrees of effectiveness. The key factor in their success in 
improving school programs lies in the attitudes and actions 
of the school principal (Poster, 1984). Another study of 
parent advisory roles in four federal education programs 
concurred that many had not lived up to their promise, and 
identified parent training as critical to a successful part- 
nership (Lyons, 1982). 

The few studies attempting to measure effects of parent 
participation in school governance did not find specific 
positive effects on the level of school achievement Several 
studies have suggested, however, that where parents are 
involved in governance, there are also high levels of other 
kinds of parent involvement (Zerchykov, 1985). 



What Aspects of School Organization 
and Practice Have the Strongest Influence 
on Family-School Relations? 

In the last few years, several studies have attempted to 
understand how school policies and practices affect the 
interaction between families and schools. The studies range 
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from large-scale surveys of parents and educators to small 
exploratory studies involving interviews at a handful of 
schools. 

For personal communication, most schools rely routinely 
on Back-to-School Nights, and less often on individual 
parent-teacher conferences. Other methods involve notes 
sent home, comments on homework, phone calls, home 
visits, and the signing of work folders. On these occasions, 
communication tends to be formal, one-way (from school to 
home) and, according to parents, too often focused on the 
negative (see Gotts, 1985; Docknevich, 1984, and Ahlenius, 
1983). This is especially the case when the parties only get to 
know each other over a problem or at a time of crisis 
(Lightfoot, 1980; Swap, 1984). 

Letters, policy documents, calendars, newsletters, and 
report cards sent home to all families are another form of 
communication. Some researchers have raised the question 
whether these kinds of communication are effective, and 
whether they ever get into the parents' hands and are 
understood by them. 

Barriers to Collaboration 

The principal barriers to effective communication and 
collaboration include the practical realities of lack of time, 
lack of transportation, distance from home, neighborhood 
safety, children to care for, and employers' inflexible leave 
policies (Tangri and Leitch, 1982; Swap, 1984; Espinoea, 
1983). The research also places considerable emphasis on 
the attitudes and expectations of teachers and principals, 
particularly their labeling or blaming certain kinds of 
families (Lightfoot, 1981; Epstein, 1983). Educators fre- 
quently mentioned their need for more information on how 
to work with families, and their lack of adequate profes- 
sional training on this topic. All the researchers who 
examined this issue recommend that more emphasis be 
placed on families and schools m both teacher education 
and in-3ervice training (Williams and Stallworth, 1983-84; 
Docknevich, 1984; and Ahlenius, 1983). Few curriculum 
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models and materials seem currently to be available, (See 
Swap, 1983, and Berger 1981.) 

Most of tiie school factors identified are within the power 
of the principal and teachers themselves to change. The few 
studies that examined the policy framework (Williams and 
Stallworth 1983/4; Docknevich, 1984; and Ahlenius, 1983) 
did identify state and district policies that can impede or 
facilitate good family-school relationships. For example, 
state policies can require family relations training for 
teachers, or provide incentives to create parent advisory 
councils. District policies can encourage parent-teacher 
conferences, set standards for dealing with divorced fami- 
lies, and provide in-service trainingon home-school relation- 
ships. 



How Have Schools Responded to the Recent 
Major Changes in Family Life? 

Many schools throughout the country are responding to 
changes in family life, especially to the increasing propor- 
tions of children from households where there is just one 
parent or both parents are employed. Yet, many single 
parents report that these changes are not yet sufficiently 
widespread. In most ways, school policy still assumes the 
u traditional" family norm: two parents, and mother at home 
(Clay, 1981). 

Divorced Families and Single Parent Homes 
Slowly textbooks, curricula, school policy, and teacher 
practices are becoming more sensitive to the fact that many 
children— sometimes the majority— are not living with 
both of their biological parents. Some schools, aware of the 
stress chikben endure during the initial stages of divorce cr 
separation, offer counselor-led discussion groups for chil- 
dren in the upper elementary and secondary grades (Rofes, 
1981). Yet few schools have developed clear procedures 
recognizing the rights of custodial parents to information 
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and describing how to handle disputes between warring 
parents (Clay, 1981; Docknevich, 1984; and Ahlenius, 1983). 

Employed Mothers 

Most schools have begun to develop different ways to 
communicate and work with families where no parent is at 
home during the day (Ahlenius, 1983; Docknevich, 1984). 
Teachers are offering more flexible meeting times and 
using the telephone more to contact parents; some rchools 
now routinely offer parent-teacher conferences in the 
evening or on Saturday. 

While schools lament the fact that fewer mothers are 
available to assist the school during the day, some schools 
have responded by tapping new sources of volunteer 
assistance: retired persons, students, and business em- 
ployees. (See Select Committee Hearing, 1984.) 

School-Age Child Care 

Teachers and principals have mentioned their concern 
about children who have no adult a t home to supervise them 
before or after school. While educators agree that they 
cannot assume formal responsibility for "latchkey chil- 
dren" they have often helped p?\rent and community 
groups develop services such as hot lines, survival training 
sessions and safe homes. (See Long and Long, 1983.) And 
increasingly, school facilities are being used by community 
groups to provide school-age child care (Baden et al, 1983). 



What Are Schools Doing to Encourage 
a Stronger Family-School Partnership? 

Intervention programs, such as Head Start, which were 
designed in part to increase the participation of a particular 
group of parents, have flourished for over two decades. 
Similarly, we now have twenty years of experience with 
parent participation in advisory and governance roles 
(Foster, 1983). Teachers and principals throughout the 
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country have also made their own efforts to work collabor- 
atively with parents, but most of these efforts are not 
studied or documented. The series of studies conducted in 
the state of Maryland by Epstein and her colleagues, 
however, provide rich documentation of a number of 
creative and specific techniques that elementary teachers 
use to request and reinforce parents' assistance in home- 
based activities related to children's schoolwork (Epstein, 
1981 and 1983). Teachers all over the country may be 
undertaking similar activities and practice on this topic 
may be far ahead of teacher training curriculum, research, 
and publications. 

Recent Parent Involvement Efforts 

It is only quite recently that parent involvement has been 
an integral and deliberate part of an intensive school 
improvement process. One of the best known of these efforts 
is the ten-year demonstration program in two inner-city 
low achieving elementary schools in New Haven, described 
in Comer's book School Power. While the program has a 
number of unique features, the concept of sharing power 
with parents and involving them in every aspect of the 
school program in both paid and volunteer capacities has 
been a critical element to its success in greatly increasing 
minority student achievement Several of its central fea- 
tures are now being replicated in other New Haven schools. 

It is worth noting that some of the recent efforts of the 
school effectiveness movement have also involved parents 
in the initial assessment and implementation of the changes. 
(See Fruchter, 1984; Gauthier, 1983.) 

A 1981 study sponsored by NIE describes 28 home-school 
collaboration programs at the upper grade levels in the 24 
most populous cities in the U.S. (Collins et al, 1982). The 
programs described involve parents in improving student 
performance and behavior at upper elementary and secon- 
dary school levels. The report presents a synthesis of the 
findings, includes a profile of each program, and describes 
seven programs in detail. Over half of these programs have 
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a special emphasis on minority or disadvantaged students. 
Parents are contacted through individual conferences, 
home visits, the telephone, and workshops and classes. All 
the programs have strong active support of the school 
district leadership, parents, and every other major segment 
of the community. Finally, a key element in the programs' 
success appears to be appropriate staff training and orien- 
tation, especially in areas with large numbers of low income 
and racial minority families (Collins et al, 1982). The 
positive results reported by these programs include reduced 
absenteeism, higher achievement scores, improved student 
behavior, and restored parent confidence. However, since 
the study was completed, a number of these special 
programs have been terminated when federal funding was 
consolidated and reduced. 
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American Association of School Administrators (AASA) 
1801 N.Moore Street 
Arlington, VA 22209 
(703)528-0700 

AASA is the professional organization for school admini- 
strators and superintendents, has a long-standing commitment 
to parent involvement in the schools. It has published a booklet 
entitled "Parents . . . Partners in Education" available in 
Spanish as "Los Padres . * * Participantes in la Education," as a 
video program. The booklets are available for bulk purchase. 
Contact; Gary Mane 

American Education Research Association 
Special Interest Group on Families as Educators 
Southwest Education Development Laboratory 
211 E. 7th Street 
Austin, TX 78701 
(512)476-6861 

This is a group of education researchers who are involved with 
studies of home-school relations, family education processes, 
and community influences on family life. An occasional 
newsletter is published two or three times a year. Contact 
David Williams. 

Appalachia Educational Laboratory 
1031 Quarrier Street 
P.O. Box 1348 

Charleston, West Virginia 25325 
304-347-0440 

This laboratory's numerous research and staff development 
activities have focussed in part on improving home-school 
communications. Included in their publications is a resource 
notebook for staff developers in home-school communications. 
Write also to former director Edward E. Gotts for information 
about his papers on family/school research at the secondary 



level. 1211 7th Street, Huntington, West Virginia 25701. 
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Center for Early Adolescence 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

Suite 223, Carr Mill Mall 

Carrboro, North Carolina 27510 

919*966-1148 

The Center provides information and training to professionals, 
volunteers and policymakers who have an impact upon the 
lives of 10-15 year olds. Its several publications include a 
discussion of early adolescents' development and needs tor 
parents; an assessment process for middle grades schools; a 
monograph on after-school programs. Contact Leah Lefetein, 
Director. 

Center on Parent Involvement 

Center for Social Organization of Schools 

Johns Hopkins University 

3605 N. Charles Street 

Baltimore, Maryland 21218 

801-338-7570 

This center has conducted extensive surveys of teacher, 
principals and students in elementary schools throughout 
Maryland. Their special interest has been to identify specific 
teacher practices that help parents reinforce the teacher's 
efforts. Report and reprints of articles available. Contact: 
Joyce L Epstein, Director. 

Connecticut State Department of Education 
The Connecticut School Effectiveness Project (K-8) 
The Secondary School Development Project (9-12) 
165 Capitol Avenue 
Hartford, Connecticut 06106 

The Connecticut State Department of Education is sponsoring 
ongoingschool-based improvement projects atelementary and 
secondary levels upon request of the individual schools. They 
help principals, faculty and parents examine their schools in 
relation to selected characteristics known to be associated with 
school effectiveness, including parent involvement as one char- 
acteristie. Based on the results of the assessment the projects 
help schools develop an action plan for school and classroom 
improvement Approximately fifty schools statewide have 
participated (through 1985). A variety of materials are avail- 
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able including assessment instruments, a report of the evalu- 
ation of the first wave of the elementary school project and a 
handbook on the elementary school assessment Contact: 
Patrick Proctor, Coordinator, School Development Unit or 
William Gauthier, Chief, Bureau of School and Program 
Development 

Family Impact Seminar, National Center for Family Studies 
Catholic University of America 
Washington, DC 20064 
202*635-5431 

The Family Impact Seminar, established in 1976 at the 
Institute for Educational Leadership, aims to encourage a 
family perspective in the development implementation, and 
evaluation of policy. It conducts family impact studies, con- 
venes conferences and seminars, and provides information and 
technical assistance* Through these various activities the 
Sercinar hopes to encourage the exchange of knowledge 
between scholars, human service professionals, and policy- 
makers. The Seminar is especially interested in the implica- 
tions of changing family patterns on a wide range of human 
services and in identifying needed changes in policy and 
practice that would be more supportive of family life In 1982 
the Seminar joined the National Center for Family Studies, 
the Catholic University of America, to become its non-partisan, 
non-sectarian policy research and analysis unit Contact 
Theodora Ooms, Director. 

Family Matters Project 

College of Human Ecology 

Cornell Distribution Center 

7 Research Park 

Cornell University 

Ithaca, New York 14850 

Based on extensive research, the project has developed and 
field-tested three workshop series for parents and people who 
work with young families— "Cooperative Communication be- 
tween Home and Schools," "The Employed Parent" and 
"Empowering Families: Home Visiting and Building 
Clusters" Posters, fact sheets, cassettes, activity cards and 



reproducible handouts are included. The emphasis of the series 
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ison recognition of families strengths, the diversity of family 
forms, family empowerment, and support for teachers, 

Hispanic Policy Development Project 
iOOl Connecticut Ave., N.W., Suite 310 
Washington, D.C. 20036 
202-822-8414 

HPDP is a policy analysis organization which focuses on the 
needs and concerns of young Hispanics. It works actively to 
disseminate research findings and policy recommendations on 
youth employment and education to community and parent 
groups. HPDP sponsored the National Commission on Secon- 
dary Schools for Hispanics in 1983-84 whoee report, "Make 
Something Happen, 99 lays strong emphasis on the importance 
of parent involvement in education. Contact Ray Valdivieso. 

Home and School Institute, Inc. 
Special Projects Office 
120116th Street, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20036 
202466-3633 

The Institute conducts demonstration projects, training pro- 
grams and conferences designed to improve the quality of 
education by integrating the resources of the home, school and 
community. It has developed, tested and published a variety of 
educational materials to help teachers and parents. It places 
special emphasis on "home-style" learning for use by working 
parents and single parents. For publications list and infor- 
mation contact: Dorothy Rich, President 

Institute for Educational Leadership, Inc. 
1001 Connecticut Avenue, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20036 
202-822-8405 

The Institute for Educational Leadership, Inc. is a non-profit 
organization headquartered in Washington, D.C. which serves 
policymakers in education, government and business in a non- 
partisan fashion as they make decisions affecting education. 
Established in 1971, IEL's work combines leadership devel- 
opment networking and convening, and providing neutral 
ground and information for policy discussion. The Institute has 
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developed and supported diverse programs, including: the 
Education Policy Fellowship Program, State Education Policy 
Seminars in conjunction with the Education Commission of 
the States, Fellows in Educational Journalism, Work/Educa- 
tion Fellowship Program, Superintendent's Roundtable, Edu- 
cation Issues Team, and MetroLink. In addition, IEL is 
associated with the Hispanic Policy Development Project 
Contact Michael Usdan, President 

Institute for x esponsive Education 
605 Commonwealth Avenue 
Boston, MA 02215 
617-353-3309 

Affiliated with the School of Education at Boston University, 
I.ELE. conducts research, policy analysis, technical assistance 
and national conferences dedicated to improving schools 
through citizen participation. Over the past ten years it has 
published numerous reports, handbooks and other materials. 
Contact Don Davies, Director. 

Learning and Instruction Division 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement 

Department of Education 

1200 19th Street, N.W. 

Washington, D.C. 20208 

202-254-5407 

Between 1979 and 1982, a special unit called Families as 
Educators funded about fifteen research projects and spon- 
sored a conferer*.* on home-school alliances in grades 4 
through 8. The research covered family educational processes, 
the social contexts influencing family life, different family 
forms and home-school relationships. Most of these studies are 
now completed. Project abstracts, descriptions and key find- 
ings can be obtained from N.I.E. Contact Oliver Moles. 

National Association of Elementary School Principals 
1615 Duke Street 
Alexandria, VA 22314 
703-684-3345 

The National Association of Elementary School Principals 
(NAESP) is a voluntary individual member organization of 
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approximately 22,000 elementary and middle school princi- 
pals, providing conferences, publications, government rela- 
tions, legal services, and other information services* It offers 
two series of publications helpful in building stronger relations 
with families. The Streamline Seminar for principals has 
written materials covering topics such as how to help kids cope 
with divorce, how to handle stress in kids, and how to deal with 
drug abuse. The Report to Parents series handles topics sue!, as 
helping with homework, parent-teacher conferences, and 
selecting toys. Contact Dennis Smith. 

National Association of Secondary School Principals 
1904 Association Drive 
Reston,VA 22091 
703-86<M)200 

The National Association of Secondary School Principals 
(NASSP) serves secondary school administrators through a 
monthly journal and a newsletter focusing on different; issues 
such as discipline. NASSP also sponsors the NaK-mal Honor 
Society and the National Association of Student Councils. The 
January 1980 issue of the NASSP Bulletin treats shared 
governance and education. Contact Lew Armistead. 

National Committee for Citizens in Education 
410 Wilde Lake Village Green 
Columbia, MD 21044 
301-997-9300 

NCCE is a private, non-profit organisation devoted exclusively 
to improving the quality of public schools through increased 
public involvement Through its information resources, which 
include a toll-free hot line (1-800-NETWORKX ^ries of 
jargon-free handbooks and films, a training program, and a 
computerized Education Clearinghouse for Parents, NCCE 
provides the information resources parents and citizens need 
to become involved in education decisions at the local level. 
NCCE also offers school-based management training to help 
parents and educators to work constructively together. Con- 
tact Bill Rioux. 
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National Coalition for Parent Involvement in Education 
119 N.Payne Street 
Alexandria, VA 22314 

703-683-6232 . 
National Coalition for Parent Involvement in Education, 
NCPIE, is a loose-knit coalition of education organizations that 
collaborate in their efforts to encourage and increase parent 
involvement in public schools. Its steering committee has mem- 
bers from: National School Volunteer Program, the National 
Institute of Education, the National Committee for Citizens in 
Education, the National Community Education Association, 
the National Education Association, the Council of Chief State 
School Officers, the Institute for Responsive Education, the 
Illinois Department of Education, the National Association of 
Elementary School Principals, the National School Boards 
Association, and the International Reading Association. Con- 
tact Bill de Jung. 

National Coalition of Title I/Chapter 1 Parents 

(National Parent Center) 

1314 14th Street, N.W. 

Washington, D.C. 20005 

202483-8822 

This is an association of parents whose children have been 
served by the federal compensatory education program for the 
educationally disadvantaged. It holds regional and national 
conferences for parents and has a number of publications and a 
regular newsletter. "Parents in Transition" recommends some 
excellent publications for parents. Contact Bob Witherspoon. 

National Council of La Raza 
20 F Street, N.W. 
Washington, DC 20001 
202-628-9600 

This is a national Hispanic advocacy and technical assistance 
organization* It publishes materials on migrant, bi-lingual, 
and general education issues, many of which treat the issue of 
parent involvement in schools. One current project has 
developed policy papers and curriculum designs for five 
different models involving community-based education. 
Contact Lori Oram. 
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National Forum of Catholic Parent Organizations (NFCPO) 

National Catholic Education Association 

1077 30th Street, N.W., Suite 100 

Washington, D.C. 20007 

202-293^5954 

NFCPO, a department with the National Catholic Education 
Association, is a membership association which aims to foster 
parent group formation, magnify parental influence in the 
educational process and encourage organizations of parents to 
extend their rightful influence within and beyond the Catholic 
Church. It provides a quarterly publication, The Catholic 
Parent, and offers materials and consulting to enhance parent 
involvement in Catholic schools and religious education. 
NFCPO collaborates with the NCEA research department, 
the Catholic University of America and others in examining 
the roleof parents in Catholic education. Contact Mary Lynch 
Barnds, Director. 

National Congress of Parents and Teachers (PTA) 
1201 16th Street, N.W. #619 
Washington, D.C. 20036 
202-822-7878 

Assists parents at the local level to work more effectively as 
partners with educators in making education work for their 
children and iheir community. In addition to guidelines for 
working with a local PTA for school boards, principals, 
teachers, and parents (each a separate booklet), there is also an 
evaluation tool for parents titled, "Looking in on Your Schools." 
Contact Arnold Fege or Vickie Andrews, 700 N. Rush St, 
Chicago, IL 60611, 312-787-0977. 

The National School Volunteer Program (NS VP) 
701 N. Fairfax St #320 
Alexandria, VA 22314 
703-8364880 

This is a national organization for school volunteers, organized 
to improve education for all children by creating partnerships 
between schools and communities. NS VP members are educa- 
tors, community organizers, parents, business leaders, stu- 
dents, and retired citizens. NS VP provides a series of publica- 
tions outlining helpful hints for organizing school volunteer 
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programs, "Everything you need to Know to Start a School 
Volunteer Program." ($3.60) Contact Dan Merenda. 

Office of Bilingual Education and Minority Language Affairs 
1555 Wilson Blvd, Suite 605 
Rosslyn, V A 22209 
703-522-0710 

Since 1980, the office funded a number of training and 
demonstration projects (under its discretionary grants pro- 
gram, Title VII, ESEA) that focus on parent involvement for 
those with limited English proficiency (Hispanic and others). 
Information about these and future projects may be obtained 
from: Mary T. Mahoney, Program Officer, 202-447-9228 and 
National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education, 800-336- 
4560 and 703-522-0710. 

Parents in Touch 
and 

Methods for Achieving Parent Partnerships (MAPP) 

Indianapolis Public Schools 

901 North Carrollton 

Indianapolis, Indiana 40202 

317-2664134 or 800-232-MAPP 

Since 1979, Parents in Touch has sponsored a variety of 
activities to improve home-school collaboration including. 
Parent-Teacher conference K-12; Dial-a-Teacher (homework 
hot line); Parent Focus series to encourage home-based activ- 
ities; and a Parent Line (touchtone phone access to more than 
150 tapes on education and social problem topics). In 1985, 
sponsored by a U.S. Department of Education grant, the 
MAPP project has identified ten exemplary parent involve- 
ment projects nationwide and will publish and disseminate a 
resource manual containing step-by-step procedures to im- 
plement these model projects. Contact Alice Davis, Director of 
MAPP and I^ona Warner, Director of Parents in Touch. 

Southwest Educational Development Laboratory 
211 East 7th Street 
Austin, Texas 78701 
512-476-6861 

SEDL focuses on research, development and technical assis- 
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tance to meet educational needs of their region. Several of their 
projects focus on family-school relations including a seven- 
state survey of educators and parents— The Parent Involve- 
ment in Education Project— and the Working Parents Project 
Their current focus is on preparing materials to train teachers 
for parent involvement Contact David Williams (Parent 
Involvement Project) and Renato Espinoza (Working Parents 
Project). 
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Absences. See Attendance calls. 

Adolescent— parent relation- 
ships, 35 

Adolescent pregnancy, xvi 

Advisory committees. Sec Parent 
advisory councils. 

Agenda setting, 69 

Alcohol and drug abuse 
program*. 9, 30, 38-40 

Attendance calls, 7,29 

Awards programs for parents, 
31,49 

Babysitting services 
for parent volunteers, 49 
for school events, 31, 53 

Back-to-School Nights, 2, 6, 28, 
113 

Barriers to home-school col- 
laboration 
meeting times, 63 
money, 53 

parent-support networks, lack 
of, 53 

research results, 113-114 
safaty and security problems, 
S3 

school or school district policies, 
54 

time, 62-53 

transportation, 53 

young siblings, 53 
Bilingual Education Act, 10 
Boundary setting in decision 

making, 69-70 
Budgeting. See School budgeting. 

Calendar of school activities, 28 
Carpools, 8 
Chairing meetings, 69 
Child care, after school, 32 
See also Babysitting services; 
"Latchkey" children. 



Citizens, defined, xix 
Classroom climate. See School 

climate. 
Communications with parents, 

4,28-29, 46, 48 

adolescents' academic pro- 
gress, 36 

evaluation and feedback, 49 

face-to-face communications, 
71 

killer phrases, 66-67 
non-defensive communications 

skills, 62, 65-67 
research results, 113 
secondary schools, 34, 36 
self-assessment checklist, 86 
teacher-parent assessment 

checklist, 91-92 
telephone communications, 71 
tips for teachers, 70-71 
written communications, 70-7 1 

Community relations of school 80 

Conferences 
parent-counselor, 36 
parent-teacher, 2, 29, 31, 54, 
113 

principal-parent, 67-68 
Curriculum 

and parents' attitudes to in- 
volvement, 34-35 

parent involvement, 44 

teachers' expectationsoutlined, 
29 

Data collection for your school, 
84 

Decision making in schools 
"downtown* and "significant 

others," 72-75 
parent involvement, 3, 9-12, 29- 

30, 54-55, 57-58, 87-88 
principals, 63 
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superintendents and school 

board members' attitudes, 57 
teachers' and principals' 
attitudes, 57 
Directory. See School directory. 
Discipline policies, 29, 54-55, 61 
Discretionary spending. See 

School budgeting. 
Divorced parents 
effect on school-age children, 
114-115 

in-service training for teachers, 
89 

involvement with secondary 

schools, 35 
proportion in your school, 82 
statistics, xvi 

without custody, 30-31, 88 

Education 

family's role in, research 
results, 104-117 
Education for All Handicapped 

Children Act of 1975, 10 
Enrichment programs, 5, 7 
Extracurricular activities, 8, 32 

Failing students, home-school 

communications, 29, 55-56, 71 
Families, as educators, 108-109 
Family characteristics of school- 
age children 

checklist for your school, 82-85 
effect on school achievement, 

107-109 
statistics, xvi 
Family-school partnership 
barriers to, 51-58 
philosophy promoted, 89-90 
principles for developing, 27-40 
research results, 104-117 
self-assessment checklist, 85-90 

SeeaUo Parent involvement 

Field trips, 2, 32 



Follow-Through, 10 
"Friday Folder," 28 
Fund-raising, 2, 8 

Goals for schools, 43 
Guidance counselors, 29, 37-38 

Handicapped children. See 

Special education programs. 
Headstart, 10, 115 
Home and School Association. See 

Parent-teacher organization. 
Home-school partnership. See 

Family-school partnership. 
Home visits, 30, 89, 93, 113 
Homework policy, 56 
Hostile parents, dealing with, 62 
"Hot lines" for latckey children, 

8, 115 

Immigrant population programs, 
30 

See also Non-English speaking 
families. 
In-service training programs 
for dealing with children of 
divorced or separated 

parents, 89 
for teacher-parent involve- 
ment, 31, 44,48 
Internship programs for high 

school students, 32 
Involvement defined, xviii 

Job placement, 32, 37-38 

"Latchkey" children, 8, 83, 115 
"Learning Contract," 29 
Location of school, 34, 80 
Low-income parent involvement, 
7 

Luncheons 
for parent volunteers, 49 
parent-teacher, 28 
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MADD. See Mothers Against 

Drunk Driving. 
Management See School based 

management 
Minority parent involvement, 7, 

30-31 

See also Non-English speaking 
families. 
Mothers Against Drunk Driving 
(MADD), 9 

National School Volunteer Pro- 
gram, 8 

Needs assessment in schools, 43, 
47 

New families in schools, 85 
Newsletters, 8, 64 
Non-English speaking families 

communications with, 88 

home visits, 30 

host programs, 8 

parent involvement, 7 

Open Houses, 6, 28 
Orientations to school, 28 
Outreach programs in your 
school, 87-88, 93 

Parent advisory councils, 10, 31, 
77, 112 

Parent advocates 
for high school students, 36-37 
for special education students, 
9 

Parent Coordinator, 46-47 
Parent Council See Parent 
advisory councils; Parent 
teacher organization* 
Parent groups, 68-70 
See also Parent advisory 
councils; Parent-teacher 
organization. 
Parent involvement 
collaborative approach, 17-25 
defined, 110 



educators' attitudes, 17-25, 45, 
56-57 

effect on student achievement, 

109-112 
elementary vs. secondary 

schools, 11-12, 32-33, 110 
moral support and recognition, 

49 

priorities, 13-15 
"professionals only" approach, 
17-25 

profile, 11 (diag.), 12, 14-15 
research results, 116-117 
role of "others" outside of 

school, 72-74 
secondary schools, 32-40, 111- 

112 
types of, 2-15 

See also Decision making in 
schools; Family-school 
partnership. 
Parent lounge, 28 
Parent support networks, 9 
Parent Teacher Association, 8 
Parent-teacher luncheons, 28 
Parent-teacher organization 
(PTO),8 
defined, xix-xx 
weekly meetings with 
principal, 31 
Parent-teacher relationship. 

assessment checklist, 91-93 
Parents 
as advisors, 3, 9-12, 86-87, 92-93 
as audience, 3, 6-7 
as collaborators, 3, 5-6, 29, 46, 
86,92 

as decision makers, 3, 9-12, 29- 

30, 87-88.92-93 
as educators, 108-109 
as partners, 3-4 
as policy makers, 29-30 
as problem solvers, 3, 5-6, 87 
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as school improvement pro- 
gram initiators, 76 
as supporters, 3,7-9 
defined, xix 

hostile, methods for dealing 

with, 62 
recruiting, 48 
responsibilities, 4 
rights, 4 

roles in education, 2-15, 47-49, 
56-57 

school reform recommenda- 
tions, 97-98 
Participation, defined, xviii 
Placement of children, 54 
Policy 

as a barrier to parent involve- 
ment, 54 

on censorship, 62 

on discipline, 29, 54-55, 61 

on family-school partnership, 
89-90 

on homework, 61 

on partnership for districts, 76 

on sex education, 62 

on smoking, drinking and 
drugs, 30 

on textbook selection, 61 

See also Parents, as policy- 
makers; School policy. 
Policy making for schools, 73-74 

recommendations for federal 
reform, 100-102 
Principals 

as initiators of school improve- 
ment programs, 76 

boundary setting in decision 
making, 69-70 

informal evening meetings, 31 

office hours, 28 

parent conferences, 67-68 

parent groups, dealing with, 
68-70 

parent-teacher organizations, 
weekly meetings, 31 
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school reform recommenda- 
tions, 96 

selection of, 44 

verbal communications with 
parents, 65-67 
Problem-solving process, 4-5, 49 

Recruiting parents, 48 
Rights of parents, 4 
Room parents, 7 

SADD. See Students Against 

Drunk Driving. 
"Safe Block" home programs, 8, 

115 

Safety and security problems, 

53-54 
School 

defined, xx 

key characteristics of, 78-79 
physical characteristics of, 
79-80 

reputation in the community, 
81 

School achievement, effect of 

family on, 107-109 
School based management, 42-49, 

72 

School board members 
school reform recommenda- 
tions, 98-99 
School boards 
as school improvement pro- 
gram initiators, 76-77 
School budgeting, 43-44 

discretionary spending, 30, 44 
School climate, 27-28, 46 
in classrooms, 91 
role of board and super- 
intendent, 73 
self-assessment checklist, 85-86 
School directory, 53-54 
School district administrators, 
school reform recommenda- 
tions, 98-99 
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School effectiveness movement 

research, 106, 117-118 
School facility, as community 

resource, 80-81 
School governance, centralization 

vs. decentralization, 7£ 73 
School improvement program, 

76-93 

School policy handbook, 30 
School programs, 81-82 
School reform recommendations, 
95 

for federal policy makers, 100- 
102 

for parents, 97-98 
for school board members, 98- 
99 

for school district admini- 
strators, 98-99 
for school principals, 96 
for state education officials, 99- 
100 

for teacher educators, 97 

for teachers, 96-97 
School reform research, 105 
School secretary, role in parent 

communications, 64 
Secondary schools 

defined, xx 

family-school partnership, 32- 
40 

Self-assessment checklist, 76-93 
Sex education, 38-39 

See also Adolescent pregnancy. 
"Shared governance system, 73 
Signs. See Welcome signs. 
Single-parent families 

school achievement of children, 
107-108, 114-115 

statistics, xvi 
Site councils, 30, 43-45, 76-77 
Size of public secondary schools, 

34 

Special education programs, 9, 84 
Staff development, 44-45 
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See also In-service training 
programs. 
Staff role in parent involvement, 

47-48 
Staffing patterns, 44 
State education officials, school 

reform recommendations, 99- 

100 

Students Against Drunk Driving 

(SADD), 9 
Success in school. See School 

achievement 
Suicide. See Teenage suicide. 

Talent bank for parent involve- 
ment, 32 

Teacher educators, school reform 
recommendations, 97 

Teacher-parentcommunications, 
28-29 

Teachers 
as school improvement 

program initiators, 76 
school reform recommenda- 
tions, 96-97 

Teenage suicide, 39 

Telephone calls to parents, 28-29, 
71 

See also Attendance calls. 
"Telephone trees," 32 
Tours of school, 28 
Training. See In-service training 

programs. 
Tripe. See Field trips. 

Volunteers, 31-32, 44 
attendance calling, 7, 29 
classroom volunteers, 2 
community volunteers in 

tutoring, 32 
enrichment programs, 7 
in school libraries, 7 
job descriptions, 47 
recruiting, 48 
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self-assessment checklist of 
school program, 90 
teachers- use of, 93 

Welcome signs, 27, 63-64 
"Win-lose" situations, 61, 67-68 
"Win-win" situations, 61-62, 
67-68 



Work force 

transition of students to, 37-38 
Working parents 
involvement in schools, 30-31 
mothers in the work force, xvi, 

108, 115 
proportion with children in 
your school, 83 
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STOP! Do Not Read 

Beyond the Bake Sale, 
Unless— 

you are willing to take a hard look at 
your beliefs and attitudes about 
home-school relationships and 
parent involvement* 



The Authors of this vital book challenge parents to be 
involved in what happens to their children in school 
and challenge school staff to nurture that relationship. 

If you are open to this exciting challenge, reading 
Beyond the Bake Sale will support and energize your 
efforts. If, on the other hand, you are dubious, you may 
be dismayed by the incontrovertible evidence presented 
for the "parent involvement" case. 

I can testify from my experience with Effective Schools 
Research that Beyond the Bake Sale will greatly assist 
those committed to school improvement The authors 
address the whys and hows of developing positive 
home/school relations. They know and show that 
parents can and do make a big difference in promoting 
the positive characteristics of effective schools. 

Lasting school improvement will prevail only if we, as 
educators, pursue and encourage parent involvement 
and get "Beyond the Bake Sale." 

Lawrence W. Lezotte 

Professor of Education Administration 

Michigan State University 
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